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TRANSLITERATIONS 
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Bulgarian. I transliterate Ottoman Turkish using Modern Turkish orthog- 
raphy, without diacritics. For Arabic, I adopt the transliteration system of 
the International Journal of Middle East Studies, marking ‘ayn as ‘and hamza 
as. For Russian and Bulgarian, I use the Library of Congress transliteration 
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based on the romanization system adopted by the United States Board on 
Geographic Names and the (British) Permanent Committee on Geographical 
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The names of less-known geographic localities are transliterated according 
to the rules outlined for modern Turkish, Arabic, and Russian: respectively, 
Pinarbasi, Na‘ur, and Temir-Khan-Shura. For the names of well-known lo- 
cations, I use standard English spellings: for example, Istanbul not Istanbul, 


Amman not Amman, Nalchik not Nal’chik. 
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Map 1. Ottoman Empire and the Caucasus, 1864. 


INTRODUCTION 


ON A SCORCHING DaAy inthe late summer of 1863, fishermen in the 
Ottoman port of Trabzon, in the southeastern corner of the Black Sea, no- 
ticed several boats on the horizon. The boats carried Muslim refugees fleeing 
the Russian conquest of their lands in the Caucasus. Dehydrated and dis- 
oriented, Circassian families disembarked in the port. The next day, more 
boats sailed into the harbor. Dozens of boats kept arriving daily not only in 
Trabzon but also in Samsun and Sinop. By the end of autumn, Circassian ref- 
ugees exceeded the resident population in Ottoman port cities on the Black 
Sea. Inns, schools, and mosques were filled to the brink, and refugees slept 
in covered bazaars, stables, and the streets. Deadly epidemics of typhus and 
smallpox broke out, devastating refugee communities. The ports in north- 
ern Anatolia started redirecting boats with refugees to Istanbul, Burgas and 
Varna (in Bulgaria), and Késtence (in Romania). The onset of winter did 
not stop the arrival of refugees, and the following year even more refugees 
disembarked on Ottoman shores. Between 1863 and 1865, up to halfa million 
Circassians fled the Caucasus for the Ottoman Empire.’ It was the largest 
refugee crisis that the Ottomans had experienced by then. 

Migration from the Caucasus continued for the next half century. Abkha- 
zians, Chechens, Ingush, Balkars, Karachays, Ossetians, Avars, Lezgins, and 
other Muslim communities left their native mountains. One constant in late 


Ottoman history was the continuous arrival of Muslim refugees from Russia. 
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2 INTRODUCTION 


While the earlier groups of refugees had fled an ethnic cleansing perpetrated 
by the Russian military in the North Caucasus, the latter parties were pushed 
out by Russia’s new civil reforms and settler colonial policies. Between the 
1850s and World War I, approximately a million North Caucasian Muslims 
had left the tsardom in what was one of the greatest displacements in Russian 
imperial history. 

The Ottoman government maintained an open-door policy for North 
Caucasian refugees. They arrived when the Ottoman Empire was steadily 
losing territory and population in the Balkans and North Africa. Muslim ref- 
ugees fit neatly into the Ottoman government’s agenda to stem demographic 
decline, revitalize the economy, and solidify the imperial hold on far-flung 
provinces. Within two generations, North Caucasian refugees were resettled 
throughout the Ottoman Empire in the following fourteen countries today: 
Turkey, Syria, Jordan, Lebanon, Israel, Iraq, Georgia, Bulgaria, Romania, 
Serbia, Kosovo, Greece, Cyprus, and North Macedonia. The Ottomans con- 
sidered settling Circassian refugees also in Albania, Bosnia, Montenegro, and 
Libya.* Temporary refugee camps existed in Palestine, and some North Cau- 
casians moved, without Ottoman support, to Egypt. 

The successive Muslim migrations turned the Ottoman state into an 
empire of refugees. In addition to North Caucasians, hundreds of thousands 
of Muslims from Crimea, the Balkans, the South Caucasus, and Crete, as 
well as smaller groups from North Africa, Central Asia, and Afghanistan, 
arrived in the Ottoman Empire as refugees. Many parts of the empire became 
a refugee country, where one was more likely to hear Circassian or Abkhazian 
than Turkish, Arabic, or Greek. The Ottoman Empire fashioned itself as a 
refuge for Muslims displaced in the age of European imperial conquest and 
colonialism. Meanwhile, the resettlement of Muslim refugees changed the 
empire from within and was a harbinger of population transfers and forced 
homogenization that befell the Middle East and the Balkans in the twentieth 


century. 


EMPIRE AND REFUGEE RESETTLEMENT 
Empire of Refugees is a history of migration that examines how North Cauca- 
sian refugees transformed the late Ottoman Empire and how the Ottomans 


managed Muslim refugee resettlement. This book advances several argu- 
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ments. First, between 1860 and World War I, the Ottoman government had 
constructed a refugee regime, which coexisted with, but was distinct from, 
the Ottoman immigration system. The Ottoman Refugee Commission (Ott. 
Tur., Muhacirin Komisyonu), founded in 1860, implemented the refugee 
regime. The Commission was responsible for settling Muslim refugees from 
Russia, arriving in the aftermath of the Crimean War of 1853-56 and the Cau- 
casus War of 1817-64, and Ottoman Muslims displaced during the Russo- 
Ottoman War of 1877-78, the Balkan Wars of 1912-13, and World War I. 
Having settled between three and five million Muslim refugees in total, the 
Commission presided over the demographic, economic, and social transfor- 
mation of the remaining Ottoman territories, especially Anatolia. The Otto- 
man refugee regime built on the Ottoman Immigration Law of 1857, which 
had set the terms for immigration into the empire for anyone, irrespective of 
their faith, and the Land Code of 1858, governing land ownership and tenure. 
After the 1860s, the vast majority of immigrants in the Ottoman Empire were 
Muslim refugees. The Commission developed a set of additional policies and 
subsidies specific to refugee needs, inaugurating a regime of expectations—of 
protection and settlement by Muslim refugees and of obligations and loyalty 
by the Ottoman government. 

The Ottoman refugee regime preceded and has a distinct genealogy from 
the contemporary international refugee regime. The modern refugee regime 
is a product of the United Nations and is anchored by the Convention Re- 
lating to the Status of Refugees, better known as the Refugee Convention 
of 1951. It has roots in the interwar era, when the League of Nations imple- 
mented ad hoc procedures to resolve refugee crises, arising out of the collapse 
of the Ottoman and Russian empires.’ The legal status of a modern refugee 
is derived from one’s citizenship in a nation-state. In recent years, historians 
demonstrated that the ideology of modern humanitarianism and such prac- 
tices as population exchange, refugee transfer, and territorial partition, which 
were central to the interwar refugee regime, had roots in the Middle East.‘ 
Humanitarian crises in the post-Ottoman world defined global conversations 
about protecting refugees. This book suggests a further historiographical cor- 
rective. The nineteenth-century Ottoman Empire, struggling mightily with 
European annexations, created its own nonwestern and nonsecular system 


of categorizing, sheltering, and resettling refugees. The status of refugee, or 
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muhajir, was based not on one’s subjecthood or citizenship but on facing 
religious persecution and seeking refuge in the sultan-caliph’s domains. A 
refugee being Muslim, while not a codified requirement, was an expectation 
and raison d’étre of the Ottoman refugee regime. 

Second, refugee resettlement accelerated the collapse of the empire in the 
Balkans and fortified Ottoman rule in the outlying regions of the Levant 
and Anatolia. Historians explain the disintegration of the Ottoman Empire 
by geopolitics, including European annexations throughout the nineteenth 
century and the empire’s defeat in the Balkan Wars of 1912-13 and World War 
I, and by cultural forces, especially the sectarianism and nationalism that tore 
through the empire’s social fabric.’ By revisiting late Ottoman history through 
the prism of migration and political economy, I show that Muslim refugee 
resettlement had a profound impact on both the survival and the demise 
of the Ottoman Empire. Ottoman refugee resettlement was an ambitious 
project of the Azizian (1861-76) and Hamidian (1876—1908/9) governments. 
The Ottoman government expected Muslim refugees to become productive 
farmers. It happened for some but not all. The economic well-being of refugee 
communities depended on Ottoman support. That support could come in 
different forms: favorable legislation, free land, financial aid, roadway con- 
struction, and military backing. How much help the government provided 
and whether refugees could use it explain why refugee resettlement had vastly 
different outcomes throughout the empire. 

This book examines refugee resettlement in three core parts of the Ot- 
toman Empire: the Balkans, Anatolia, and the Levant. In the northern Bal- 
kans, the Ottoman government’s settlement of Muslim refugees from Russia 
stoked anti-Ottoman sentiments among Balkan Christians. The lack of state 
funding for refugee households undermined the efficacy of the resettlement 
program and pushed some refugees toward banditry. The ensuing violence 
of Circassian gangs, especially against Christians, inflamed social tensions, 
leading up to the Bulgarian uprising of 1876 and the Russo-Ottoman War 
of 1877-78. The war ejected the Ottomans from half of their European ter- 
ritories, which they had held for over five centuries. Meanwhile in central 
Anatolia, Ottoman financial support for refugees was equally limited, but the 
government backed North Caucasians in their conflict over land with Turkic 


nomads. Refugee villages survived, well hidden among the mountains, yet 
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their economies stagnated because of a lack of Ottoman infrastructure. In 
contrast, North Caucasian refugees in the Levant took advantage of Otto- 
man land reforms and the state-sponsored Hejaz Railway and built thriving 
villages on the edge of the desert. North Caucasian refugees founded three of 
the four largest cities in modern Jordan, including its capital city of Amman. 
The Ottoman government favored refugee farmers, and, through their set- 
tlements in the Levant and central Anatolia, it expanded authority into the 
sparsely settled parts of the empire. 

The resettlement of Muslim refugees was key to the disintegration of the 
Ottoman Empire in several ways. Resettling Muslims from Russia strained 
Ottoman imperial and provincial budgets at a time of fiscal emergency. The 
Ottomans took out their first international loans during the Crimean War 
of 1853-56 and kept borrowing from European banks, in part to pay for the 
settlement of Muslim refugees. In 1875, the Ottoman state defaulted on its 
debts, which ushered in the European-controlled Ottoman Public Debt 
Administration, shrinking Ottoman sovereignty and fiscal control. Yet bor- 
rowing for refugee resettlement continued. Furthermore, the resettlement 
of Muslim refugees intensified intercommunal strife. In almost every place 
of settlement, refugees came into conflict with local populations over land. 
Those conflicts soured relations between North Caucasians and their settled 
and nomadic neighbors, whether Christian, Muslim, or Druze, while helping 
the Ottoman government to entrench a new land regime in its reformist drive 
to centralize the empire. Finally, after 1878, the resettlement of Muslim ref 
ugees went hand in hand with displacing and dispossessing Ottoman Chris- 
tians. The Hamidian government altered demographic ratios on the margins 
of the empire to forestall further loss of territory. While the policies were not 
consistent and varied from region to region, the general message was clear. 
The government welcomed foreign Muslims and trusted them to become 
loyal subjects of the sultan at a time when it viewed its Christian subjects 
with suspicion. The resettlement of Muslim refugees lay at the heart of the 
Ottoman government’s ambition to preserve the imperial project. 

Third, Russia attempted to control Muslim migration to consolidate its 
authority over the Caucasus. Russia’s migration policies in the Caucasus 
helped to manage its “Muslim empire,” which stretched from Crimea and 


the Caucasus to the Volga region, through the Ural Mountains and into the 


6 INTRODUCTION 


Kazakh steppe, Central Asia, and Siberia.° Muslims had long been Russia’s 
second-largest religious community after Orthodox Christians. By World 
War I, the Russian tsar counted more Muslim subjects than the Ottoman 
sultan did. Russia’s migration policies underwent a transformation. During 
the Caucasus War, the Russian government abetted, promoted, and spon- 
sored Muslim emigration. Between 1862 and 1864, the tsarist military per- 
petrated ethnic cleansing, expelling western Circassians into the Ottoman 
Empire. After 1867, however, tsarist authorities changed course to discourage 
and restrict emigration as a way to keep their new Muslim subjects inside 
Russia. Simultaneously, after 1861, Russia vigorously opposed the return of 
North Caucasian refugees from the Ottoman Empire. Within the Cauca- 
sus, Russia pursued the policies of forced relocation of North Caucasians 
from highlands to lowlands and colonization of their territories by Cossacks 
and Christian peasants. Tsarist migration policies redrew the demographics 
of the North Caucasus and solidified Russia’s control over its newest region 
near the borders of the Ottoman Empire and Iran. The North Caucasus is 
the tsarist empire’s last major acquisition remaining within today’s Russian 
Federation, unlike other non-Russian regions that had been annexed in the 
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries and have since become independent, in- 
cluding Poland, Finland, Ukraine, the Baltic states, the South Caucasus, and 
Central Asia. 

Ottoman and Russian migration policies toward North Caucasian Mus- 
lims were starkly different, yet they pursued the same goal of consolidat- 
ing imperial authority. The Ottoman policy was inclusive toward foreign 
Muslims because it benefited the Ottoman state. The government used ref 
ugees to increase the population of a shrinking empire, to bring unused land 
into cultivation, to rein in nomads, and to strengthen the empire’s hold on 
Christian-majority frontier regions. The Russian government excluded those 
North Caucasian Muslims whom it perceived as opponents of Russian rule 
during and after the Caucasus War. Both empires developed a sectarian logic, 
equating one’s religious identity with their loyalty to a co-religionist state. 
The Russians, who had a hard time conquering and suppressing rebellions in 
the North Caucasus, assumed that indigenous Muslims, especially those who 
had already left, would be loyal only to the sultan, not the tsar. 


This transimperial history of migration explores how the Ottoman and 
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Russian governments tried to control mass movements of people and also 
how Muslim refugees responded to policies designed to limit their mobility. 
Refugees were not mere pawns, expelled and resettled at governments’ will, 
but active agents of history. Most North Caucasians became farmers, trans- 
forming economies and landscapes of entire regions and shaping local forms 
of capital accumulation. Some refused to settle where the Ottoman govern- 
ment had sent them or abandoned their refugee villages. Many petitioned 
the government and litigated in courts, or joined the army or militias. North 
Caucasian refugees were transimperial subjects—not solely because they 
crossed borders but also because of the decisions they made in navigating 
their displacement and resettlement, negotiating with Russian or Ottoman 
authorities, and articulating their North Caucasian identity in exile.’ They 
and their descendants helped to shape the history of the modern Middle East. 
Today, the Circassian diaspora in Turkey is estimated at between two and 
three million people and is the country’s second largest non-Turkish minority 
after the Kurds. Up to 100,000 descendants of North Caucasian refugees live 


in Syria, 30,000 in Jordan, over 10,000 in Iraq, and 4,000 in Israel.* 


MUSLIM REFUGEES WITHIN GLOBAL 

MIGRATION HISTORY 

The migration and resettlement of North Caucasian Muslims were part of 
what is often called the first wave of globalization, between 1870 and 1914. 
Enabled by improvements in transoceanic transportation, migration in this 
period conjures images of mass voluntary immigration of Europeans to over- 
seas colonies and nation-states. The proliferation of new forms of capitalism, 
agricultural expansion, and commodification of land accelerated the frontier 
settlement, mostly by white immigrants, in the Americas, southern Africa, 
and the Pacific region” An inextricable, yet frequently omitted, part of this 
globalization was another migration—global displacement of indigenous 
communities, complete with the destruction of their landscapes, legal dis- 
possession, and forced labor." The late imperial era unleashed mass forced 
migration. The North Caucasians’ migration was both of these stories. The 
Russian army displaced this Muslim community from its homeland, and 
Christian settlers took over its lands. Meanwhile, having arrived as refugees 


in the Ottoman Empire, North Caucasians soon became settlers themselves, 
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occupying and working the land that had been claimed by other communi- 
ties. North Caucasian refugees were victims of the expansion of the Russian 
imperial frontier southward, through conquest and settlement, and then also 
helped the Ottoman state to push its internal frontier into territories of no- 
madic communities on the empire’s margins.” 

The term that North Caucasian refugees used to describe themselves was 
muhajir (Ar. muhajir, pl. muhajirin; Ott. Tur, muhacir, pl. muhacirler). 
The Arabic term muhdijir is derived from hijra, which denotes the journey of 
the Prophet Muhammad from Mecca to Yathrib (Medina) in 622 CE. The 
Prophet Muhammad’s companions who undertook this journey to preserve 
their nascent religious movement were the first muhajirs. Throughout Islamic 
history, Muslim communities that had left, or been expelled from, their 
homelands used this term in emulation of the Prophet’s companions. By the 
nineteenth century, the term acquired anticolonial and anti-imperialist senti- 
ments, as many regions across the Muslim world were occupied by the Euro- 
pean empires. The flight of Muslims for refuge in the Ottoman Empire, the 
world’s strongest sovereign Muslim state and the seat of the caliph, acutely re- 
verberated throughout the Caucasus, the Balkans, North Africa, and beyond. 
‘The present-day translations of refugee in Turkish, Arabic, and Russian are, 
respectively, miilteci, laji’, and bezhenets. None of these terms were commonly 
used to refer to North Caucasians between the 1850s and World War I. I will 
use muhajir throughout the book as well as the terms refugee, immigrant, and 
emigrant, which all capture different aspects of what being a muhajir entailed, 
when discussing relevant stages of muhajirs’ experiences. 

The English-language term refugee came into popular usage in the after- 
math of the collapse of the Ottoman and Russian empires. Previously used to 
refer to religious and political exiles, it then described Armenian survivors of 
the genocide and refugees of the Russian civil war who were stranded away 
from their homeland, stateless, and increasingly seen as a global responsi- 
bility.'* It was defined in the United Nations Refugee Convention of 1951 as 
someone who, “owing to well-founded fear of being persecuted for reasons of 
race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular social group or political 
opinion, is outside the country of his nationality and is unable or, owing to 
such fear, is unwilling to avail himself of the protection of that country” or 


“unable or, owing to such fear, is unwilling to return to it.” 
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The terms muhajir and hijra defined how the Ottoman state conceived of 
Muslim refugee migration and resettlement and how North Caucasians per- 
ceived their displacement. They challenge the artificial distinction between 
forced and voluntary migration, still prevalent in the study of global migra- 
tion. Hijra is not only a religious concept but also a distinct type of global mi- 
gration that draws its legitimacy and language from early Islamic history and 
comprises different kinds of Muslim displacement, including ones caused by 
imperial conquest, ethnic cleansing, and partitions over the past two centu- 
ries. The North Caucasian hijra stemmed from Russia’s expulsions of Mus- 
lims from the Caucasus but also encompassed emigration as a way to escape 
poverty and to live under the rule of a Muslim sovereign. 

In recent decades, historians have demonstrated astounding mobility 
between the Ottoman and Russian empires. Muslim pilgrims from Russia 
and its protectorates in Central Asia made an annual hajj, or pilgrimage, to 
the holy cities of Mecca and Medina, where some stayed as long-term resi- 
dents." Intellectuals from Istanbul, Crimea, Kazan, and Bukhara traveled 
widely within the Turkic world, which spanned the two empires.” The two 
governments captured and exchanged prisoners of war.'® In the Danubian 
borderlands, Bulgarian, Gagauz, Ukrainian, and Moldavian peasants crossed 
the Russo-Ottoman border back and forth, fleeing epidemics and tax collec- 
tors, and, in the Caucasus borderlands, Armenian, Greek, and Laz villagers 
and Kurdish and Turkic nomads traversed the porous frontier along with 
their herds and contraband goods.” Empire of Refugees focuses on the final 
half century of the autocratic empires of the Romanovs and Ottomans, when 
transborder migration increased dramatically. The Russo-Ottoman border- 
lands were being remade through displacement, and most migrants crossing 
the border were refugees. 

The North Caucasian refugee migration was part of mass population dis- 
placements in late Ottoman history. Lord Curzon, Britain’s foreign secre- 
tary, famously referred to demographic changes in the Balkans in the early 
twentieth century as the “unmixing of peoples,” a phrase that later became 
associated with international negotiations over post-Ottoman demograph- 
ics in Lausanne in 1923.'* That unmixing, which homogenized the maps of 
modern-day Turkey, Greece, and Bulgaria, is remembered as the apotheosis 


of ethnic nationalism, although it also had a significant religious component. 
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The religious “unmixing” of communities in the Russo-Ottoman border- 
lands had begun earlier. Since the late eighteenth century, Muslims from 
Russia had been fleeing to the Ottoman Empire, while Ottoman Armenians, 
Greeks, and Bulgarians had been emigrating to the tsarist Caucasus, Crimea, 
and Bessarabia.” The displacements of Muslims and Christians evidenced 
gradual sectarianization in the Russo-Ottoman borderlands, whereby one’s 
religious identity became the basis for one’s political identity. The religious 
sorting in the nineteenth-century borderlands laid the groundwork for more 
comprehensive, demographic engineering, justified in ethnonational terms 
in the early twentieth century.” The migration of North Caucasian Mus- 
lims was a turning point in the history of displacement in the Middle East 
and Eastern Europe. The expulsion of most western Circassians from the 
Caucasus, followed by their resettlement throughout the Ottoman domains, 
confirmed a dangerous idea that a modern state could swiftly move a large 
population elsewhere for its benefit. This book excavates the origins of state- 
managed population transfer, which would soon be implemented for dif 
ferent ends, including in the 1923 Greek-Turkish population exchange and 
Stalin’s deportations of Chechens, Ingush, Karachays, and Balkars from the 
Caucasus in the 1940s. 

Muslim hijra to the Ottoman Empire occurred alongside two other mi- 
grations. Their terminology draws on the same Arabic root (/—j—r). The first 
one was the emigration of Ottoman subjects from the Levant to the mahjar, 
as diasporic lands were known to Arabic speakers. Between 1880 and 1914, 
about half a million Lebanese and Syrians—mostly Christians but also Jews, 
Druze, and Muslims—emigrated to South and North America.” As for- 
eign Muslims fled for refuge in the Ottoman Empire, many Ottoman non- 
Muslims sought to escape poverty and discrimination at home. The second 
migration was tahjir, or tehcir when transliterated from Ottoman Turkish, 
used to describe deportations by the Ottoman government of Ottoman 
Greeks in 1914 and Armenians and Assyrians in 1915. The ethnic cleansing, 
and eventually genocide, of Anatolia’s Christians was unfolding parallel to 
the immigration of Muslims. Those were mutually reinforcing processes in 
the state-driven overhaul of Anatolia’s demographics, homogenizing it as a 
Muslim land, soon to be reimagined as a Turkish one. 


The displacement of Muslims from the Caucasus proceeded apace with 
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the Jewish exodus from the Pale of Settlement, in the territories of Poland, 
Ukraine, Belarus, Moldova, Lithuania, Latvia, and Russia. As with the 
Crimean Tatars and Circassians in previous generations, discriminatory pol- 
icies and violence, culminating in pogroms, drove out Jewish communities. 
Between 1881 and 1914, about 15 million Jews emigrated, primarily to the 
United States, but several tens of thousands made their way to Ottoman Pal- 
estine, forming the bulk of early Zionist immigrants of the modern aliyah, 
or migration to Palestine.** The Jewish aliyah holds many parallels to the 
Muslim hijra in the specific directionality and religious mandate of emigra- 
tion as well as in their origins in persecution and mass flight. 

North Caucasian refugees included both free and enslaved people, and 
their migration transformed late Ottoman slavery in many ways. Circassian, 
Abkhazian, and Georgian slaves had long been trafficked to the slave mar- 
kets of Istanbul and Cairo, where they were sold into elite urban households, 
including the Ottoman imperial harem.*? By the mid-nineteenth century, 
the Black Sea slave trade was all but gone, and new slaves from the Cauca- 
sus were few in the Middle East. The mass arrival of North Caucasian ref 
ugees in the 1860s changed that. The Caucasus communities had practiced 
various forms of bondage, rooted in household and agricultural servitude. 
Many upper-status muhajirs brought with them their serfs and slaves. The 
sudden supply of thousands of enslaved Circassians bloated the Ottoman and 
Egyptian slave markets and depressed prices, making Circassian slaves more 
accessible to a greater range of urban households and significantly hampering 
abolitionist efforts in the Middle East.’ Moreover, North Caucasian forms of 
slavery were transplanted into the Ottoman countryside, where many muha- 
jirs continued to be owned by other muhajirs.”” For many North Caucasian 
Muslims, their resettlement in the Ottoman domains meant their continued 


enslavement. 


WRITING A HISTORY OF REFUGEE MIGRATION 

Muslim refugees from the North Caucasus are the main subjects in this 
book. The North Caucasus, a mountainous region between the Black Sea and 
the Caspian Sea, sustains remarkable ethnic and linguistic diversity. By the 
mid-nineteenth century, the region was home to several dozen ethnic groups. 


Much of the indigenous Muslim population in the region spoke Northwest 
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Caucasian and Northeast Caucasian languages, which are unrelated to their 
neighbors’ languages, such as Russian, Armenian, and Persian (of the Indo- 
European language family); Turkish and Azerbaijani (of the Turkic language 
family); and Georgian (of the Kartvelian language family, endemic to the 
South Caucasus). The tenth-century Arab historian and geographer al- 
Mas‘udi aptly called the Caucasus the “mountain of tongues.”*° The region’s 
rugged terrain ensured spectacular isolation of many villages, proliferating 
languages and dialects spoken nowhere else. 

In the western Caucasus, specifically on the Black Sea coast and in the 
fertile Kuban region, lived Circassians, Abazins, and Abkhazians (see map 
2), who spoke closely related but mutually unintelligible Northwest Cauca- 
sian languages. Circassians, or the Adyghe in their native language, were di- 
vided into twelve communities: Abzakh, Bzhedugh, Hatuqwai, Mamkhlegh, 
Natukhai, Temirgoi, Yegeruqwai, Zhaney, Shapsugh, Ubykh, Besleney, and 
Kabardian, each with its own dialect.’” The first ten communities, the west- 
ern Circassians, were the ones who bore the brunt of the expulsions in the 
early 1860s, and their descendants form the majority of the North Cauca- 
sian diaspora in the Middle East today. To the south of western Circassians, 
along the Black Sea coast leading toward Georgia, lived Abazins and Ab- 
khazians, whose diaspora is collectively known as Abaza in the Middle East. 
Moving eastward along the northern slopes of the Caucasus Mountains, 
through mountain ridges and valleys, one could find six large communities: 
Turkic-speaking Balkars and Karachays; Kabardians, or eastern Circassians; 
Ossetians, speaking an Iranian (Indo-European) language; and the closely 
related Ingush and Chechens, speaking Northeast Caucasian languages. In 
the Northeast Caucasus, where the mountains slowly descend toward the 
Caspian Sea and the Nogai steppe, lies Dagestan. If Circassian, Chechen, and 
Ossetian are terms for ethnic groups, Dagestani is a multiethnic regional des- 
ignation. Dagestan, or the “land of mountains,” is home to over thirty ethnic 
groups. Many of them, including Avars, Dargins, Lezgins, Laks, Tabasarans, 
and Tsakhurs, speak Northeast Caucasian languages, and others, like Nogai 
Tatars and Kumyks, speak Turkic languages. Most North Caucasian lan- 
guages did not have a written tradition in the nineteenth century. The dom- 
inant literary language among Muslim communities in the region had been 


Arabic, despite not being native to anyone in the Caucasus, and many elites 
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also knew Ottoman Turkish and Russian. In addition to native North Cau- 
casian communities, many Russians, Ukrainians, Armenians, and Ottoman 
Greeks settled in the region by the mid-nineteenth century. 

The vast majority of North Caucasians were Sunni Muslims. Only Ab- 
khazia, Kabarda, and Ossetia had native Orthodox Christian communities, 
and southern Dagestan was home to Shi‘i Azerbaijanis and Mountain Jews. 
Almost all North Caucasian refugees to the Ottoman Empire were Sunni 
Muslims. By no means was the practice of Islam homogeneous in the region. 
Some Muslim communities traced their origins to the Arab conquest of Der- 
bent in Dagestan in the seventh century. Others embraced Islam gradually, 
through contacts with the Crimean Khanate, the Ottoman Empire, and Iran. 
The anti-Russian resistance and the spread of Sufi orders in the eighteenth 
and nineteenth centuries accelerated the conversion of many communities to 
Islam, especially in the Northwest Caucasus. A common refrain in literature 
is that when Circassians arrived in the Ottoman Empire their Muslim iden- 
tity was still new and less salient than their Circassianness. This view risks 
projecting ideals of twentieth-century secular intellectuals and reifies a false 
notion that there is a specific way to be a Muslim, or a good Muslim. The mu- 
hajirs’ faith, while certainly only one part of their identity, played an outsized 
role in their displacement and resettlement because of what the Russians and 
the Ottomans made of it, and it also helped muhajirs to articulate their loss 
and their place in history and in their new empire. 

I collectively describe these refugees as North Caucasians, while acknowl- 
edging that they came from vastly different cultural backgrounds and geo- 
graphic settings. Many studies of migration focus on a single ethnic group, 
whereas my approach is purposefully multiethnic, as it helps to examine 
how the refugee identity was constructed in the nineteenth century and how 
the Ottomans and the Russians managed population diversity. In the mid- 
nineteenth century, most North Caucasians would describe themselves as 
Muslims and then identify specific communities and kins to which they be- 
longed. The tsarist government referred to Muslims in the region as moun- 
taineers (Rus., gortsy), an identity that was Orientalized and romanticized 
in nineteenth-century Russian literature.** Ottoman authorities usually used 
the term Circassians (Tur., Cerkesler; Ar., Sharakisa), an ethnonym for the 


largest group of refugees, as an umbrella designation for all North Caucasian 
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Muslims. Only in the early twentieth century did diasporic intellectuals in 
Istanbul popularize the idea of a multiethnic North Caucasian identity, based 
on their origins in the same region. I further include Muslim refugees from 
Abkhazia and the Zaqatala region, south of the Caucasus Mountains, who 
emigrated to the Ottoman Empire alongside their kin communities from the 
north. In this book, you will meet many western Circassians, Abkhazians, 
Kabardians, Chechens, and Dagestanis, who, in that order, formed the larg- 
est muhajir communities from the Caucasus in the Middle East. Wherever 
possible, I will identify ethnic and subethnic identities of refugees. 

This book builds on the rich scholarship that has situated Muslim refugee 
migration within the broader Ottoman and Middle Eastern history. Kemal 
H. Karpat stressed the importance of Muslim migrations in Islamicizing and 


Turkifying Anatolia.” Muslim refugees were long presented as perpetrators 
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Figure 1. Circassians in Istanbul. 


Photograph by Abdullah Fréres, between 1880 and 1900. Library of Congress, Prints and Photographs 
Division. LC-DIG-ppmsca-03805. 
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of violence, especially in the post-1878 Balkan historiographies, or as victims 
of European nationalism and imperialism in Turkish scholarship.*° The latter 
approach has occasionally veered toward minimizing, or even denying, the 
Ottoman genocide of Christians during World War I, as if the suffering of 
one community justifies or explains the horrors that the state would inflict on 
another.*! In recent decades, historians have scrutinized the work of the Otto- 
man Refugee Commission and the impact of global capitalism on Ottoman 
settlement policies.*” Resat Kasaba placed nineteenth-century refugees into 
the longer narrative of Ottoman history, wherein the government managed 
its “moveable empire” by increasingly suppressing nomad, migrant, and ref- 
ugee mobility.** Meanwhile, Dawn Chatty found the arrival of Muslim refu- 
gees from the Caucasus and the Balkans as a starting point in the history of 
mass displacement in the modern Middle East, preceding that of Armenians, 
Palestinians, Jews, Kurds, Iraqis, and Syrians.** 

Refugee migration from the North Caucasus, despite being among the 
largest displacements in Middle Eastern and Russian history, did not attract 
scholarly interest until the late twentieth century. In the North Caucasian 
diaspora, research on Ottoman resettlement long faced both institutional 
and self-imposed censorship.® For much of Turkey’s republican era, North 
Caucasians had to be careful not to draw attention to their non-Turkishness. 
Beginning in the late 1980s, Turkish historians, including many of North 
Caucasian descent, published works that delved into the geography and 
demographics of North Caucasian resettlement, based on Ottoman docu- 
ments.*° To challenge the common perception among the Turkish public that 
the Circassian leadership was disloyal to Mustafa Kemal’s cause in the 1920s, 
several works emphasized contributions of refugee communities to the Turk- 
ish National Movement.*” Similarly, North Caucasian writers in the Arab 
world proceeded cautiously, careful to center the commitment of their non- 
Arab minorities to the Syrian and Jordanian nation-states and to popular 
pan-Arab causes, such as Palestinian liberation.** In recent decades, Turkish 
and Jordanian scholars produced pathbreaking work on the complexity of 
North Caucasian identities in the contemporary Middle East.” 

In the Soviet Union, discussion of tsarist-era displacements of North 
Caucasians, although not entirely taboo, was not welcomed. It challenged the 


Soviet narrative of “brotherhood of nations” and risked reopening old wounds 
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in a region brutalized by Stalin’s deportations of entire ethnic groups during 
World War II. The glasnost of the late 1980s blew the lid off, allowing scholars 
to mine Russian archives and to share their findings in the 1990s and 2000s." 
The Russian-language monographs, mostly published in the autonomous 
North Caucasus republics, focused on migrations of specific ethnic groups— 
Circassians,"' Karachays and Balkars,‘* Chechens,‘ and Dagestanis*‘—and 
included a few overviews of the multiethnic diaspora in the Middle East. By 
and large, the existing historical scholarship in Turkish, Arabic, and Russian 
prioritizes the early stages of migration: displacement from the Caucasus, 
arrival in the Ottoman Empire, and settlement by the Ottoman Refugee 
Commission. This book brings scholarship in Turkish, Russian, and Arabic 
in conversation with each other, while focusing on migration from the entire 
North Caucasus region between the 1850s and World War I and on what 
happened after refugee settlement in the Ottoman Empire. 

Empire of Refugees is based on extensive research in over twenty public 
and private archives, primarily in Turkey, Jordan, Bulgaria, Georgia, the 
United Kingdom, and Russia, including the autonomous North Caucasus 
republics of Kabardino-Balkaria, North Ossetia-Alania, and Dagestan, as 
well as in Romania, Armenia, Azerbaijan, and the United States. It adopts 
top-down and bottom-up approaches to migration to explore different facets 
of refugeedom, or how refugees have experienced their displacement.’ This 
is a history of how the Ottoman and Russian empires managed migration, 
for which I use a wide variety of state-produced evidence: on the Ottoman 
side, documentation by the government in Istanbul and provincial (vilayet), 
subprovincial (sancak), and district (kaza) authorities, and on the Russian 
side, correspondence between the administration of the Caucasus Viceroy 
in Tiflis (now Tbilisi, Georgia) and North Caucasus provincial (ob/ast’) and 
district (okrug) authorities. To examine the political economy of refugee re- 
settlement, I draw data from different types of Ottoman registers that have 
recorded the population, land allotments, financial aid, and tax payments 
of refugee communities, as well as from shari‘a court records. During my 
fieldwork, I was fortunate to gain access to a full set of Ottoman land records 
for the Amman region, under the purview of Jordan’s Ministry of the Inte- 
rior; minute provincial data on refugee resettlement on the Black Sea coast 


of Bulgaria and Romania, preserved in yet uncatalogued boxes in Bulgaria’s 
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National Library in Sofia; and documents of the Ottoman Refugee Commis- 
sion, only recently made available at the Ottoman Archives in Istanbul. This 
book further relies on Russian and British consular records; travel accounts 
of European and American visitors to the Ottoman Empire; and newspapers 
in Ottoman Turkish, Russian, and Bulgarian. 

This is equally a social history of migration, exploring how refugees chal- 
lenged the two empires and built anew. Refugees often appear silent in the 
imperial archive: their individualities sacrificed for collective generalizations 
and their predicament summarized by officials in how they understood it.” 
The resettlement authorities’ efficiency depended on reducing refugees to 
numbers in their paperwork: how many arrived and therefore how much 
land to allot and how many oxen to distribute and coffins to make. I use 
several types of evidence to bring out refugees’ migration experiences. First, I 
collected dozens of private letters that muhajirs wrote to their families, within 
the Ottoman domains and across the Ottoman-Russian border, in Ottoman 
Turkish and Arabic. Some of these letters have been preserved in archives 
in Nalchik, Vladikavkaz, and Tbilisi. I searched for the rare letters in pri- 
vate hands through communal listservs and by word of mouth and am very 
grateful to families who shared with me copies from their private collections 
in Amman and Zarga in Jordan and Kizilyurt in Dagestan.** Private letters, 
which muhajirs did not intend for the authorities to see, reveal how they 
sought to improve their lot in the Ottoman Empire and preserve ties with 
their families in the Caucasus.” Second, I examined petitions that North 
Caucasians sent to Ottoman and Russian authorities. These documents, 
while carefully crafted by their writers and curated by the state, testify to ref- 
ugees’ most urgent needs during their migration and resettlement and their 
expectations from the two empires. Petitions varied widely: from individual 
complaints to communal requests on behalf of hundreds of refugees, and, 
depending on their content, soliciting justice from the sovereign, the gov- 
ernment, or local officials. Finally, I interviewed forty descendants of North 
Caucasian refugees in Jordan and Turkey about how their families remember 
Ottoman resettlement, and their recollections richly supplement the archival 


findings about their communities’ histories. 
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STRUCTURE OF THE BOOK 

Empire of Refugees is divided into three parts, each representing a specific 
stage in the refugees’ journey. Part I, “Refugee Migration,” provides a bird’s- 
eye overview of displacement from the Caucasus and immigration in the 
Ottoman Empire in the late imperial era. Chapter 1 examines what led to 
mass expulsions and emigration of Muslims from the North Caucasus to the 
Ottoman Empire between the 1850s and World War I. It traces the evolution 
of Russia’s emigration policies for Muslims. Chapter 2 investigates what hap- 
pened to North Caucasian refugees when they arrived in the Ottoman do- 
mains. I demonstrate how, over the years, the Ottoman Refugee Commission 
built up a refugee regime that guaranteed admission to displaced Muslims. It 
remained a state agency, and its settlement of muhajirs increasingly reflected 
the Ottoman government's political objectives. 

Part II, “Refugee Resettlement,” zooms into the Ottoman resettlement of 
North Caucasians in the Balkans, the Levant, and Anatolia. Within those re- 
gions, I focus on provinces that accepted the highest numbers of refugees, re- 
spectively the provinces of Danube, Damascus, and Sivas. Chapter 3 explores 
the resettlement in the northern Balkans, particularly the steppe region of 
Dobruja, now split between Bulgaria and Romania. Between 1860 and 1878, 
it was a bustling Circassian and Abkhazian refugee country, but, without 
sufficient support, refugee economies floundered in these northernmost dis- 
tricts of the Ottoman Empire. During the Russo-Ottoman War of 1877-78, 
almost all North Caucasians fled the Balkans with the retreating Ottoman 
army, prohibited to return by the victorious Balkan national governments. 
Chapter 4 follows some expellees from the Balkans across the Aegean and 
Eastern Mediterranean, via port cities in Lebanon and Palestine, to arid 
Transjordan, where Circassians and Chechens founded refugee villages. In 
what became the Ottomans’ southernmost region of refugee resettlement, 
muhajirs invested in real estate, traded with bedouin, and attracted Syrian 
and Palestinian merchants to the booming village of Amman, founded in 
1878. Chapter 5 moves to the snowy mountain valley of Uzunyayla in central 
Anatolia, where refugees from different ethnic groups built their own Little 
Caucasus between 1860 and World War I. This chapter traces the remarkable 
history of the Circassian Khutat family, who had been searching for an ideal 


place to settle in the Ottoman Empire. 
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Part III, “Diaspora and Return,” examines how North Caucasians nav- 
igated their lives between the Ottoman and Russian empires. Chapter 6 
explores how muhajirs forged the North Caucasian diaspora. By the early 
twentieth century, muhajir intellectuals in Istanbul published the first 
Circassian-language newspaper, established the first Circassian schools, and 
tried articulating what it meant to be Circassian, North Caucasian, Muslim, 
and Ottoman. They also engaged in a transimperial debate about Muslim 
emigration from Russia and whether it should continue. Chapter 7 brings the 
book full circle by tracing the little-known history of Muslim return migra- 
tion from the Ottoman Empire to Russia. The tsarist army instituted a ban 
on the return of North Caucasians, which was never rescinded and, in new 
iterations, continued into the Soviet and post-Soviet eras. Yet despite Russian 
and Ottoman opposition to return migration, about 40,000 Chechen, Ab- 


khazian, and other refugees clandestinely returned to the Caucasus. 
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IN I910, AHMED BIN SALTMURAD BIN TAMBULAT, aChechen 
living in the Russian Empire’s Dagestan Province, wrote a letter in Arabic 
to his cousin Kerim-Sultan. Kerim-Sultan had emigrated to the Ottoman 
Empire a few years earlier, and his family in Russia grew worried after not 
having heard from him. Ahmed wrote that he had searched for news from 
his beloved cousin “for weeks, months, years, for some time, and always” and 
implored him to get in touch with his relatives in the Caucasus. “Does one 
forget about the loved ones, and can one’s spirit rest before the family reunites 
again,” Ahmed rhetorically asked Kerim-Sultan. He sealed the letter but did 
not know where to send it. He entrusted the letter, with no address on it, to 
a caravan of Chechen pilgrims going on the hajj, instructing them to ask 
around if anyone in the Ottoman Empire knew of Kerim-Sultan from the 
village of Keshen-Evla.' 

Ahmed’s plan might seem far-fetched, but within a few months the pil- 
grims found Kerim-Sultan. Pilgrims traveled through many North Cauca- 
sian refugee villages on their way to Mecca. At their last stop in the Chechen 
village of Zarga’ in Ottoman Transjordan, Kerim-Sultan came out to greet 


them and recognized that the letter was meant for him. From then on, Kerim- 
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Sultan and his family in the Caucasus used the hajj to send letters to each 
other. Chechen pilgrims would deliver letters from the Caucasus on their 
way to Mecca and collect Kerim-Sultan’s responses on their way back.’ The 
following year, Kerim-Sultan received a letter from his brother, Hajj Jan‘aq. 
His brother wished to conduct what he called a “white hijra” (Ar., al-hijra 
al-bayda’). His village elders, however, cautioned against emigration, as it 
was unlikely that those leaving Russia could ever return. Hajj Jan‘aq’s father- 
in-law refused to let his daughter follow her husband and become a refugee. 
Hajj Jan'aq considered the “honorable hijra” (Ar., al-hijra al-gharra’) to be 
his religious duty and sought to join his brother in the Ottoman Empire.’ 
Kerim-Sultan encouraged his brother to emigrate and to urge others to leave 
the Caucasus and become muhajirs. He offered to write to those who were 
hesitant about conducting hijra and promised that muhajirs would be content 
and taken care of in exile.‘ This chapter examines what led Kerim-Sultan and 
other North Caucasians to move to the Ottoman Empire between the 1850s 
and World War I. 

Approximately a million North Caucasians, including Circassians, Ab- 
khazians, Ossetians, Chechens, Ingush, and Avars, left Russia for the Otto- 
man Empire. This displacement came as a result of Russia’s military strategy 
during the Caucasus War, which ended in 1864, and civil reforms in the ensu- 
ing decades. Russia adjusted its migration policies to consolidate its authority 
in the Caucasus. Between 1862 and 1864, the Russian military carried out 
ethnic cleansing in the Northwest Caucasus, expelling up to half a million 
western Circassians. The government encouraged and sponsored the mass 
relocation of Circassians to lowlands and then to the Ottoman Empire. After 
1867, tsarist authorities changed course and sought to prevent Muslim emi- 
gration, creating administrative obstacles to their departure. Concurrently, 
the government banned the return of North Caucasians from the Ottoman 
Empire, aspiring to establish better control over migration across the Russo- 
Ottoman border.’ 

Many displaced Muslims regarded their emigration to the Ottoman 
Empire as hijra. Hijra constitutes a distinct type of international migration 
that was specific to the Muslim world in the nineteenth and twentieth cen- 
turies. Hijra drew on venerated accounts of refugee migration throughout 


Islamic history but was also a decidedly modern, late imperial phenomenon. 
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Hijra encompasses the types of migrations that rarely come together. Most 
muhajirs fled to the Ottoman Empire to escape ethnic cleansing or the loss 
of land and forcible resettlement in the lowlands. Some were taken to the Ot- 
toman Empire against their will in continued enslavement to their masters. 
Others undertook hijra to preserve their faith and ways of life, considering 
it to be their religious obligation. Muslim migrations from Russia, although 
drawing on a rich tapestry of reasons to leave the Caucasus, were never vol- 
untary. Voluntary migration is hardly possible in wartime, let alone amid 


targeted expulsion or under foreign rule, which many perceive as occupation. 


RUSSIAN CONQUEST OF THE NORTH CAUCASUS 
The displacement of Muslims from the North Caucasus was not inevitable. 
Starting in the sixteenth century, Russia had been expanding southward and 
eastward and absorbed many Muslim communities in the Volga region, the 
Ural Mountains, and western Siberia. In the late eighteenth century, Cath- 
erine the Great presented herself as a protector of Islam. Her male succes- 
sors upheld the claim that the Russian sovereign guaranteed freedoms of his 
Muslim subjects.° Yet the conquest of the North Caucasus ended in an ethnic 
cleansing of Muslim communities. Russia’s violent counterinsurgency and 
postwar reforms sparked mass Muslim migrations to the Ottoman Empire. 
Russia’s drive toward the warm Black and Caspian Seas started with Mus- 
covy’s conquest of the khanates of Kazan in 1552 and Astrakhan in 1556. The 
annexation of the khanates placed Muscovy close to the Ottoman borders, 
foreshadowing the Russo-Ottoman rivalry that would span twelve wars over 
almost 350 years. These wars took place in 1568—70 (Astrakhan Campaign), 
1677-81, 1686-1700 (Wars of the Holy League), 1710-11 (Prut River Cam- 
paign), 1735-39, 1768-74, 1787-91, 1806-12, 1828-29, 1853-56 (Crimean War), 
1877-78, and 1914-17/18 (World War I). The war of 1768—74 ended with the 


Ottoman defeat, commencing the “Eastern Question,” which was a euphe- 


mism for a series of decisions that the European Powers would make about 
the future of Ottoman territories.’ It also accelerated Russia’s expansion into 
the Caucasus. The Treaty of Kiiciik Kaynarca of 1774 ended the Ottomans’ 
protectorate over the Crimean Khanate, one of the last vestiges of the Mongol 
Empire. In 1783, Russia annexed Crimea, Taman, and the right-bank Kuban 


region, extending its southern border in the Northwest Caucasus to the 
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Kuban River, beyond which lay western Circassian territories. The Treaty of 
Kiiciik Kaynarca also affirmed Russia’s sovereignty over Kabarda, an eastern 
Circassian region in the Northcentral Caucasus. The Kabarda plateaus pro- 
vided the Russian army a way into the Darial Gorge, a critical pass through 
the mighty Caucasus Mountains into Georgia and, from there, via the Arme- 
nian and Kurdish highlands, to the Ottoman and Qajar domains. The only 
other land routes from Russia to the Middle East were around the mountains, 
down the Circassian and Abkhazian coast on the Black Sea or the Dagestani 
coast near Derbent on the Caspian Sea, neither of which were territories that 
Russia controlled then. 

Shortly after Kiiciitk Kaynarca, Russia expanded beyond the Caucasus 
Mountains into a region that had been historically contested between the 
Ottoman and Iranian empires. By the late eighteenth century, the Qajars 
claimed sovereignty over all Christian principalities and Muslim khanates 
on the southern slopes of the mountains. The Russians first established a 
protectorate over the eastern Georgian kingdom of Kartli-Kakheti in 1783 
and then annexed it in 1801. In the following decade, Russia occupied the 
western Georgian kingdom of Imereti and the principalities of Guria, Me- 
grelia, and Abkhazia, as well as the Muslim khanates of Ganja, Karabakh, 
Shaki, Shirvan, Quba, Baku, and Derbent farther east. The Qajars grudg- 
ingly acknowledged Russian suzerainty over these territories in the Treaty of 
Gulistan of 1813. The next war with Iran ended in Russia’s annexation of the 
khanates of Erivan, Nakhichevan, and Talysh, which was confirmed in the 
Treaty of Turkmenchay of 1828. Russia then reimagined these heterogeneous 
territories as a single region, Transcaucasia, which later became the South 
Caucasus. Over the twentieth century, these lands would be homogenized 
into Georgia, Armenia, and Azerbaijan.® 

Following the consolidation of tsarist rule in the South Caucasus, the 
Russian government focused on the mountainous areas to the north that 
remained outside its control. By then, Russia had erected a line of fortresses 
and settlements cutting deep into the North Caucasus, but most Muslim 
communities living around these colonial outposts retained their autonomy.’ 
The Russian government demanded their submission after branding some 
of them as rebels who had previously claimed and then denounced Russian 


subjecthood, or in retaliation after some mountaineers attacked Russian set- 
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tlements. A series of Russian military operations against the last independent 
Muslim communities in the mountains entered Russian and western histor- 
ical literature as the Caucasus War (1817-64) and is occasionally described, 
especially within the North Caucasian diaspora, as the Russo-Circassian War 
(1763-1864).'° 

The Russian expansion prompted the formation of two new Muslim 
states in the North Caucasus. The first one was the Caucasus Imamate, be- 
tween 1828 and 1859, which comprised territories in Chechnya and northern 
Dagestan. The establishment of the Imamate marked a milestone in the po- 
litical history of the Caucasus. Muslim khanates and village confederations 
had previously based their legitimacy on dynastic genealogy and often sought 
patronage of nearby Iran or the Ottoman Empire. The Imamate was a cen- 
tralized state that rooted its legitimacy in an anticolonial struggle against 
Russia and strict adherence to shari‘a law, forming part of the global Muslim 
reaction against European imperialism. It drew its vocabulary and inspira- 
tion from early Islamic conquests and relied heavily on Sufi and messianic 
movements, similar to Mahdist uprisings in Sudan and northern Nigeria 
against Britain and in northern Cameroon against Germany, the Dipanagara 
revolt in Java against the Netherlands, and the revolts of the Sufi orders, 
the Qadiriyya in Algeria against France and the Senusiyya in Libya against 
Italy in the long nineteenth century." The imams declared a ghaza and a 
jihad, both of which could be interpreted as “holy war” against non-Muslims, 
and for several decades fought Russia.” The third imam, Shamil (r. 1834-59), 
styled himself an amir al-mu’minin, or “commander of the faithful,” a term 
previously reserved for caliphs, and sent deputies throughout the mountains 
to foster anti-Russian alliances.'* Shamil surrendered to the tsarist troops in 
1859, which put an end to the most serious challenge to Russia’s expansion in 
the Caucasus or elsewhere in its Muslim borderlands."* 

‘The second new state was Circassia, founded by western Circassians as a 
federative republic in 1861. Until the eighteenth century, Circassian commu- 
nities occasionally paid tribute to the Crimean Khanate and the Ottoman 
Empire, but neither of them ever fully controlled those territories. In the 
1830s, several Circassian communities attempted to establish a confederation 
and were aided in their efforts by the maverick Scottish diplomat David Ur- 


quhart, who lobbied British authorities to support an independent Circassia.” 
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Between 1848 and 1859, many Circassians united under the leadership of Mu- 
hammad Amin, a deputy of the Caucasus Imamate."® In June 1861, Circassian 
notables established a mejlis, a “great and free assembly,” on the Sochi River 
and drafted a constitution.” Their proclamation of the republic was the final 
attempt by western Circassians to preserve their autonomy, when the rest 
of the Caucasus had been absorbed into Russia. The mejlis sent deputies to 
Istanbul and London to request international recognition, in coordination 
with the Circassian committees established there and with Polish revolution- 
aries in exile.'* In June 1862, Russian troops burned down the building of the 
mejlis.'” The mejlis then reconvened in exile in Istanbul’s Tophane neighbor- 
hood. The mejlis sent a proclamation back to Circassia, encouraging remain- 
ing fighters to resist Russian troops.”” The Circassian elites rightfully judged 
the Europeans’ support to be critical in their bid for sovereignty. In preceding 
decades, Greece, Serbia, and Montenegro used the Eastern Question to their 
advantage, securing European support to win independence from, or auton- 
omy within, the Ottoman Empire. However, unlike the Balkan countries, 
Muslim Circassia was virtually unknown to the Europeans, had no history 
of independence or even political unity, did not control its claimed territories, 
and was at war with Russia, which surrounded it on all sides. Its short state- 
hood was a testament to the diplomatic acumen of the Circassian elites but 
came too late in the Caucasus War to be viable. 

After the defeat of the Imamate in 1859, the Russian army focused on 
breaking the resistance of Circassian communities. By then, Russia had been 
fighting the Circassians for almost a century, ever since the establishment of 
the first Russian fort in Kabarda in 1763. The value of the Northwest Cauca- 
sus for Russia lay in its geography. The Circassian coast presented the fastest 
route from southern Russia to Georgia, already within the tsardom. In the 
1830s and 1840s, Russia built up fortified settlements along the Circassian 
coast. Russia then suffered a humiliating defeat to Britain, France, and the 
Ottoman Empire in the Crimean War of 1853-56. It had to evacuate its garri- 
sons from much of the Circassian coast in 1854. The Crimean War impressed 
on Russia that Britain posed a serious threat in the Black Sea. Russia’s first 
priority after the war was to reclaim its control of the coastline to prevent 
any potential military support, from Britain or the Ottoman Empire, to Cir- 


cassians. The forested slopes of the Northwest Caucasus proved particularly 
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challenging for the Russian army to conquer. From that terrain, Circassians 
waged fairly successful guerrilla warfare, thwarting tsarist military’s advance- 
ment down the coast and, from the Russian perspective, threatening the secu- 
rity of agricultural settlements in the fertile Kuban River plain to the north.” 

To complete the conquest of the Northwest Caucasus, the Russian mil- 
itary devised a new strategy: not merely to subdue a native population by 
force of arms, as it did to many Muslim communities in the region, but to 
expel and resettle it elsewhere to minimize further resistance. In 1857, Dmi- 
trii Miliutin, the chief of staff to Aleksandr Bariatinskii, the commander 
of Russia’s Caucasus Army, first suggested that “pushing out and resettling 
mountaineers is meant not as a means to cleanse the land, which is allegedly 
insufficient for new Cossack settlements, but on the contrary as the objective 
whereby the land held by the enemy would be settled with a Russian people 
and the hostile indigenous population would be reduced in numbers” (em- 
phasis in the original).”? Miliutin, a former professor at the General Staff 
Academy and founder of military statistics in Russia, advocated for the ex- 
pulsion of Circassians and their replacement with a loyal settler population 
to transform the entire population of the region, which would be described 
by historians as “population politics,” “social alchemy,” or demographic en- 
gineering.” In 1860, Nikolai Evdokimov, a new commander of the Caucasus 
Army in Kuban Province, formally proposed to expel western Circassians 
from their mountains and to force them either to settle behind Cossack sta- 
tions in the lowlands or to leave for the Ottoman Empire. Miliutin, who 
would become Russia’s minister of war in 1861, and Bariatinskii supported the 
motion, which passed in May 1862.4 

The North Caucasian migration to the Ottoman Empire can be divided 
into distinct periods: 1850s—1862, 1863-64, 1865-78, and in the post-1878 era.” 
During the first stage of migration, up to 150,000 Circassians and Nogai Tatars 
emigrated amid the escalating violence of the Caucasus War.”° In this period, 
the tsarist government abetted the emigration of Muslims from the North 
Caucasus. Russian generals regarded local Muslims as a potentially disloyal 
population and encouraged the flight of Nogai Tatars and Circassians to the 
Ottoman Empire, viewing Muslim emigration as a welcome and cheap way 
to “pacify” the Caucasus. In 1860, Mikhail Loris-Melikov, a Russian general 


who would later be appointed as the governor of Terek Province, traveled to 
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Istanbul to negotiate the Ottoman resettlement of Circassians. The Porte (Ot 
toman government) agreed to accept 40,000-50,000 muhajirs over a period 
of several years.’” Refugee numbers exceeded this figure shortly thereafter, but 
this deal remains the only confirmed Russo-Ottoman agreement concerning 
western Circassian refugees and had never been renegotiated. 

The Russian army implemented a scorched-earth approach to hasten 
the expulsions. Between 1862 and 1864, the military burned down dozens 
of Circassian villages and destroyed harvests and fields to prevent survivors 
from coming back. The detailed Russian military reports relay the system- 
atic destruction of Circassian villages.** Evdokimov’s troops took prisoners 
or massacred those who did not abandon their burning villages.” One by 
one, entire Circassian communities—Shapsughs, Temirgois, Natukhais, 
and Abzakhs—were pushed out of their villages in the mountains toward 
the Black Sea coast. Some were forcibly resettled in the lowlands around the 
Kuban River, where they were interspersed among Cossack settlements for 
easier control.*° In 1864, the General Staff of the Caucasus Army reaffirmed 
that “the indispensable condition to end the war in the Caucasus must be 
the complete cleansing of the Black Sea coast from its insubordinate popula- 
tion.”*' Not all Circassians came into direct contact with the Russian troops. 
A string of Circassian defeats led to the collapse of morale across the moun- 
tains, and the panic set in. Many Circassians heard of a mass slaughter of 
their kin farther north and abandoned their villages because of fear of what 
might happen to them should they stay. This anticipatory refugee movement, 
or flight out of fear, between 1863 and 1864 almost completely emptied the 
forested mountains of the Northwest Caucasus, which was precisely the goal 
of disproportionate state violence against Circassian communities.” By the 
end of the Caucasus War, up to half a million western Circassians, or about 
90 percent of the entire population, left for the Ottoman Empire.*? 

Today, the Circassian diaspora uses the Turkish terms diiyiik go¢ (great 
migration), siérgiin (banishment), and soykzrim (genocide); the Arabic term 
tahjir (displacement); and increasingly the Ubykh term Tsitsekun (killing of 
people) to describe its displacement.*4 In recent decades, Circassian organiza- 
tions within Russia and in the Middle East diaspora have called for the rec- 
ognition of massacres and expulsions in the Northwest Caucasus in 1863—64 


as a genocide.» 
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Figure 2. Circassian displacement in Russian art. 


The Abandonment of the Village by the Mountaineers as the Russian Troops Approach (1872) 
by Pyotr Gruzinsky, a Russian painter who witnessed the flight of Circassians in 1864. 


Between 1862 and 1864, the Russian government partially funded the 
forced relocation of Circassians to the Ottoman Empire. In 1862, it estab- 
lished the Commission for Resettlement of Mountaineers to Turkey (Rus., 
Komissiia po delu o pereselenii gortsev v Turtsiiu). This agency paid for Rus- 
sian, Ottoman, Greek, Ionian, British, and Romanian boats to take Circas- 
sians from Russia’s Black Sea ports of Anapa, Taman, Tuapse, Sochi, and 
Konstantinovskoe (Novorossiysk) to the Ottoman ports of Trabzon, Samsun, 
and Sinop. The Russian government spent 289,678 rubles 17 kopeks on the 
transfer, or removal, of western Circassians in 1863 and 1864.*° 

The Circassians’ flight became a full-blown humanitarian crisis. Several 
hundreds of thousands of refugees huddled on the coast between modern-day 
Anapa and Sochi, which is known today as the Russian Riviera. According 


to eyewitnesses, the boats designed for several dozen people were routinely 
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overloaded with up to 400 refugees.*” One Circassian refugee, Nuri, later 
recalled his journey from Russia to the Ottoman Empire: “We were thrown 
into boats like dogs; suffocating, hungry, and tattered, we expected to die 
there.”** Many died of hunger and disease during this voyage, and many 
overloaded boats sank. An eyewitness wrote of the Circassians who arrived 
on three boats in Cyprus in October 1864, “It was one of the saddest sights 
that could be imagined to see these wretched creatures landing, after having 
been crowded to so cruel an excess in these small vessels for more than two 
months, without even standing room. . . . For three days previous to their 
arrival they had been without water. Of the 2,700 Circassian refugees packed 
into three brigs, 1,300 were dead by the time they reached Cyprus, and 900 
“were more dead than alive.” By all accounts, the chaotic evacuation led to a 
staggering death count, with anywhere between a third and a half of refugees 
dying at sea or shortly after their arrival in Ottoman ports.“ Most North 
Caucasians in the Middle East today trace their ancestry to those refugees 
who had boarded boats on the Circassian coast and survived their harrowing 
journey. 

The expulsions were not a byproduct of war but a deliberate choice. The 
massacres and expulsions of Circassians constituted an ethnic cleansing in 
the sense that the Russian military targeted a specific ethnic group for near 
total expulsion. Ethnic cleansing is the systematic removal of a population 
to achieve cultural homogeneity, as typically demanded by an exclusivist 
ethnic or religious nationalist ideology. Imperial Russia’s ethnic cleansing 
of Circassians in the 1860s had a similar end result to ethnic cleansing by 
the twentieth-century nation-states, which were motivated primarily by na- 
tionalism. Tsarist expulsions resulted in demographic homogenization and 
population replacement in parts of the Northwest Caucasus, as largely Slavic 
colonists took the lands of western Circassians. Russia’s decision to expel was 
grounded in military strategy to secure control over the Northwest Caucasus. 
The Russian military chose to violently remove a population that had resisted 
Russian advances the most and could undermine Russia’s control of its new 
frontier region.” At the same time, the Circassians’ identity was not irrelevant 
to their being targeted for expulsions. Russia expelled this community not 
because they were Circassians or Muslims per se but because tsarist generals 


believed that their Muslim identity and connections to the Ottoman Empire 
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made them an unreliable frontier population. The perception of Muslim Cir- 
cassians as untrustworthy subjects was rooted in Russian nationalism, which 
permeated tsarist bureaucrats’ thinking on who belonged fully, partially, or 
not at all in the Russian state. 

On May 21, 1864, the Russian military celebrated the official end of 
the war. Since then, territories lying between Circassia and Dagestan were 
molded into a single administrative region, now known as the North Cau- 
casus. The conquest of the entire Caucasus, which Russia governed as a vice- 
royalty with the seat in Tiflis, expanded the geography and cultural reach 
of Russia’s Muslim domains and provided Russia with direct access to the 
Middle East.” It also forced many Muslim communities out of the Caucasus 
Mountains, creating a large refugee diaspora scattered from the central Bal- 


kans to southern Kurdistan. 


MUSLIM EMIGRATION UNDER RUSSIAN RULE 

Muslim emigration from Russia began as soon as Russia acquired its first 
Muslim populations. Following tsarist conquests of Kazan and Astrakhan in 
the 1550s, many Volga Tatars left for the Ottoman Empire.*’ The slow emigra- 
tion of Tatar communities of the Volga region, the Urals, and Siberia contin- 
ued throughout the remainder of Russian imperial rule. Muslim emigration 
became a mass phenomenon after Russia’s annexation of Crimea in 1783, when 
between 150,000 and 200,000 Crimean Tatars fled to the Ottoman Empire.“ 
In 1856—62, about 200,000 Crimean Tatars left for the Ottoman Balkans and 
Anatolia.® Up to 18,000 Crimean Tatars emigrated in 1874-75 and the early 
1890s.*° Many Adjarians (Muslim Georgians), Laz, Karapapakhs, Turkmens, 
Meskhetian Turks, and Kurds from western regions of the South Caucasus 
left for the Ottoman Empire in the aftermath of the Russo-Ottoman wars of 
1828—29 and 1877-78.” For example, the number of Muslims in the khanate 
of Erivan declined from 87,000 to just over 50,000 shortly after Russia’s con- 
quest in 1828.** After Russia’s annexation of the Ottoman districts of Batum, 
Kars, and Ardahan in 1878, some 74,000 Turks, Kurds, Karapapakhs, and 
Turkmens, or 73 percent of the population of Kars and Ardahan, left for the 
Ottoman Empire by 1880; many returned later.“ Central Asian Muslims also 
emigrated to the Ottoman Empire, Iran, and China’s Xinjiang province.” 


‘The emigration of Russia’s Muslims proceeded alongside the immigration 
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of Ottoman Christians in Russia. After Catherine the Great’s manifestos of 
1762 and 1763, which invited foreigners to settle in Russia, Ottoman Greeks 
and Slavs had been slowly migrating to southern Ukraine. By 1812, around 
87,000 Ottoman Bulgarians moved to the Danubian Principalities of Molda- 
via and Wallachia, and in 1828-34 over 100,000 more Bulgarians immigrated 
in the Danubian Principalities and Russia’s Bessarabia.” Many of them later 
moved to Crimea. Meanwhile, many Christians had been emigrating from 
Ottoman Anatolia and Kurdistan to the Caucasus. About 84,000 Ottoman 
Armenians and Greeks moved to Russia’s South Caucasus provinces after the 
Russo-Ottoman War of 1828—29. Some 85,000 Ottoman Armenians arrived 
after the Russo-Ottoman War of 1877-78, and up to 300,000 more arrived 
after the Hamidian massacres of 1894-96. Approximately 40,000 Ottoman 
Greeks arrived after 1878.°4 

Migrations of Christians and Muslims in opposite directions evidenced 
a new relationship between one’s faith and subjecthood that had been taking 
shape between the shores of the Aegean, Black, and Caspian Seas. Starting 
in the late eighteenth century, frontier communities sought protection by 
their co-religionist state, and religious difference was increasingly seen as jus- 
tification for violence and reason for migration in the Russo-Ottoman bor- 
derlands. These migrations reinforced the notion that Muslims would want 
to be in the domains of an Ottoman sultan-caliph, and Christians longed 
to live under a Russian tsar. The gradual religious homogenization in the 
Russo-Ottoman borderlands was an early stage of ethnic homogenization, 
which would result in ethnic cleansing and population transfers in the early 
twentieth century. 

The Russo-Ottoman migrations generated the idea of a population ex- 
change. Most of these migrations were spurred by the Russo-Ottoman wars 
and occurred shortly after the end of hostilities. Beginning in the early nine- 
teenth century, every peace treaty concluding a Russo-Ottoman war included 
articles regulating transfers of frontier populations that had already left or 
considered leaving for another empire.” Those state-sanctioned migrations 
in the borderlands entered popular imagination as permission for Ottoman 
Christians to move to the tsardom and for Russian Muslims to move to the 
sultanate.** By the 1860s, many frontier populations and foreign observers 


viewed mass migrations as a “population exchange” between the Ottoman 
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and Russian empires.’ As early as 1861, rumors circulated in northern Bul- 
garia that Circassian and Nogai Tatar refugees would replace the Bulgarians, 
who had already been steadily emigrating to Russia.** The rumor was deemed 
serious enough for the office of the grand vizier to order district governors in 
the Balkans to reassure local residents that all rumors of an exchange (Ott. 
Tur., miibadele) were false and that the sultan was committed to protecting 
his Bulgarian subjects.” Likewise, many Muslims in the Caucasus believed 
that the Russian government allowed Muslim emigration from the Cauca- 
sus, based on its agreement with the Ottoman government, despite tsarist 
officials’ denial of such an agreement.® Saint Petersburg and Istanbul did 
not exercise control over the timing and scale of Russo-Ottoman migrations, 
which largely happened without their authorization. However, while the two 
governments never affirmed migrations of Russian Muslims to the Ottoman 
Empire and of Ottoman Christians to Russia as a population exchange, the 
outcomes of those migrations served their interests. 

Russia’s governance in the Caucasus Viceroyalty was an uneasy equilib- 
rium between civil and military authorities. After the end of the Caucasus 
War, the government reorganized the region into governorates (guberniia), 
provinces (oblast’), and districts (okrug), with varying degrees of oversight 
from the viceroy’s administration in Tiflis and the Russian military. While 
much of the South Caucasus was governed directly by civil authorities, most 
territories of North Caucasian Muslims came under military-civil adminis- 
tration, under the purview of the Caucasus Mountain Administration, also 
in Tiflis.” This mixed system of administration held many parallels to French 
governance in Algeria and British rule in India, which to some extent in- 
spired Russian administrators in the Caucasus.” It allowed a certain degree 
of indirect rule and elevated customary law in governing Muslim communi- 
ties in the region. This model was at its strongest in Dagestan and was less 
consistently applied in the Northwest and Northcentral Caucasus, where it 
gave way to direct civil rule in the 1870s and then military rule in the 1880s. 
The overall objective of tsarist rule in the Caucasus after 1864 was to speed 
up the integration of this culturally heterogeneous region into Russia, which 
necessitated extensive administrative, economic, and legal reforms. 

Muslim emigration from the North Caucasus did not cease with the 


end of the Caucasus War. After 1864, North Caucasian Muslims, who by 
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then were Russian subjects, continued emigrating to the Ottoman domains. 
This emigration lasted through the final decades of Russian rule and was 
remarkably comprehensive, cutting across ethnolinguistic and social lines. 
Kabardians, Abkhazians, Ossetians, Chechens, Ingush, Avars, Kumyks, Ka- 
rachays, Balkars, and others were moving to the Ottoman Empire. Some- 
times entire villages and, more commonly, individual families or single men, 
either poor or of means, petitioned tsarist authorities to allow them to leave 
Russia or asked Ottoman authorities to intercede on their behalf.“ So did 
many Turkic-speaking Muslims of the South Caucasus.” 

Many Muslims emigrated because of Russia’s land reforms in the 1860s, 
which reorganized land ownership and taxation in the Caucasus. The reforms 
limited the amount of land that private landowners could hold and redistrib- 
uted some of the confiscated land among landless peasants. In the Caucasus, 
the government's objectives were not so much to empower landless Muslims 
but to standardize the fragmented land tenure system, opening the region to 
mass colonization and breaking the power of the old elites, so that the gov- 
ernment could mold its own clients in the region.°° 

Muslim emigration followed two other kinds of migration, both of which 
the Russian government mandated as part of its land reforms. The first one 
was the forced resettlement of Muslim communities from highlands to low- 
lands. During the war, the military required Muslims to relocate to low- 
lands, which were often swampy and malarial, as a punishment. The civil 
authorities continued the same policy after the war, ostensibly under eco- 
nomic pretexts.” The government confiscated lands that many Kabardian, 
Ossetian, and Chechen villages had used as communal pastures and merged 
their villages. For example, in 1865-67, ninety-three villages in Greater Ka- 
barda were forcibly reorganized into thirty-three, and twenty-five villages in 
Lesser Kabarda into nine. These forcible relocations resembled the Ottoman 
sedentarization of nomads in central Anatolia and Kurdistan, which was un- 
folding in the same period.” 

‘The second type of migration was mass colonization of the Caucasus by 
Christian settlers. The earlier groups of colonists near the North Caucasus 
were Cossacks of the Don (1570), Terek (1577), Kuban (1696), Astrakhan (1750), 
Black Sea (1787), Azov (1832), and Caucasus Line (1832) hosts, an ethnically 


heterogeneous frontier force that helped to push Russia’s southern border for 
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centuries. Russia accelerated the construction of Cossack settlements during 
the Caucasus War. For example, between 1861 and 1864, 111 new Cossack 
settlements appeared in western Circassia.” The next group of settlers were 
the newly emancipated landless peasants of southern Russia, whom the gov- 
ernment encouraged to take up free land in the fertile plains of the Kuban 
and the Terek, the two largest rivers in the North Caucasus. By 1897, Slavic 
colonists comprised 91 percent of the population in Kuban Province, which 
incorporated western Circassia, and 34 percent in Terek Province, which in- 
cluded territories of Kabardians, Ossetians, Ingush, and Chechens.” Kuban 
Province, in particular, became the empire’s premier agricultural region, en- 
sconced in the modern Russian psyche as the “breadbasket of Russia.” In ad- 
dition to Russian and Ukrainian settlers, smaller German, Polish, Belarusian, 
Moldavian, Czech, Estonian, Latvian, Lithuanian, Bulgarian, and Ottoman 
Greek and Armenian communities arrived in the North Caucasus in the late 
tsarist period.” The government expected Christian settlers to become a suc- 
cessful agricultural population and a loyal one in a Muslim-majority region 
near the Ottoman and Iranian borders. 

‘The categories of faith and ethnicity informed Russia’s colonization strat- 
egy in the Caucasus.”’ Religious identity was the most important category in 
shaping Russia’s migration policies in the region. The tsarist government per- 
ceived one’s faith to likely determine their loyalty to the empire. In Russia’s 
religious hierarchy, Orthodox Christians occupied the top position, followed 
by other Christians, then by Muslims and Jews, and then by all others.” In 
the tsarist Caucasus, most emigrants were Muslims and most immigrants 
were Christians. Ethnicity had been entangled with faith and political loy- 
alty in Imperial Russia and grew in importance over time.” Already in 1864, 
several months after the end of the war, Baron Aleksandr Nikolai, chief of 
the civil administration in the Caucasus, wrote that “without doubt, for gov- 
erning purposes, the best thing would be to settle the newly acquired region 
exclusively with the Russian people [Rus., russkaia narodnost’].”’”® Because 
there were not enough potential Russian settlers, Nikolai recommended 
other groups in the following order: Georgians (i.e., Russians’ co-religionists 
within the empire), Montenegrins and Nekrasov Cossacks (Orthodox Slavs 
in the Ottoman Empire), Trabzon Greeks (Orthodox non-Slavs in the Ot 


toman Empire), and only then foreign non-Orthodox Christians.” Tsarist 
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officials wanted their frontier subjects to be loyal, or obedient to Russian rule, 
and ascribed the notion of loyalty most easily to those of Russian ethnicity 
and Orthodox faith. After the Russo-Ottoman War of 1877—78, the Cauca- 
sus authorities openly stated that allowing mass immigration of Ottoman 
Greeks and Armenians in the South Caucasus had been a mistake because 
they were not a trustworthy frontier population. Instead, authorities advo- 
cated the immigration of as many “Russian elements” as possible into Russia’s 
newest territories in the Caucasus.”* Likewise, by 1893, Russian military offi- 
cials insisted on colonizing the lands of Terek Province, vacated by emigrat- 
ing Muslims, with “exclusively Russian settlers.”” The Russian government’s 
preferred population in the Caucasus was never in doubt—Russian-speaking 
settlers, faithful to Orthodoxy and the tsar. 

The Russian government categorized any Muslim leaving for the Ottoman 
Empire as pereselenets (migrant, resettler), a broad term that covered anyone 
who moved elsewhere for permanent settlement, also encompassing Greek 
and Armenian immigrants from the Ottoman Empire and Slavic peasants 
moving to the Caucasus. Tsarist authorities often used the term mukhadzhir 
(Russian rendering of muhajir), which was the preferred term of North Cau- 
casians themselves, and occasionally emigrant. The government did not use 
bezhenets, the modern Russian term for refugee, for North Caucasians at the 
time; that term gained prominence only in the early twentieth century and 
was typically used to describe Christian, and not Muslim, subjects of the 
Russian and Ottoman empires.*° 

Tsarist abolition of slavery accelerated Muslim emigration. By the mid- 
nineteenth century, many communities living between the coasts of the 
Black and the Caspian Seas practiced slavery. North Caucasian slavery was a 
multitiered institution. The terms of enslavement and forced labor could vary 
within the same village, ranging from fixed-term household servitude, akin 
to Russian serfdom, to hereditary agricultural bondage, similar to Caribbean 
plantation slavery. For example, in western Circassia an unfree person be- 
longed to one of three groups: unauty, mostly women who had no right to 
hold property and could be separated from their family and sold at their hold- 
er’s whim; pshitli, who had limited property rights and were obligated to pay 
levies and do agricultural service for their masters; or ogi, a transitional stage 


to freedpersons, who were exempt from land service and served as guardsmen 
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for their masters.*' While most unfree people in the North Caucasus be- 
longed to the same ethnic and religious group as their masters, small groups 
originated outside the region, namely Russian prisoners of war and enslaved 
Africans whom Ottoman slave traders sold as far north as Abkhazia and Ka- 
barda.* Slaveholders were also an eclectic group, ranging from Kabardian 
princes to Abkhazian ankhaiu peasants, who themselves were in economic 
and social bondage to their notables.™ 

Russia’s abolitionism in the North Caucasus was not driven by humani- 
tarian ideals. As part of tsarist land reforms, abolition was meant to standard- 
ize local institutions of land ownership and labor and make them legible to 
new Russian administrators. Tsarist abolitionism in the Caucasus came on 
the heels of the Emancipation Manifesto of 1861, which freed Russian serfs, 
or unfree peasants who were legally attached to the land, on private estates. 
Slavery in Russia proper was abolished in 1723, but the institution of serfdom 
denied basic freedoms to over a third of Russia’s population.** Although the 
Emancipation Manifesto did not extend to the Caucasus, the formal aboli- 
tion of serfdom in Russia allowed the Caucasus authorities to push ahead with 
their own reforms. The Russian government enacted abolitionist legislation in 
the South Caucasus governorates of Tiflis in 1864, Kutais between 1866 and 
1871, and Baku and Erivan in 1870. In the North Caucasus, the government 
abolished slavery in Terek Province in 1864-67, including among Terek Cos- 
sacks in 1864, in Kabarda in 1866, and in Ossetia, Chechnya, Ingushetia, and 
Kumykia in 1867; in Dagestan Province in 1867; in Kuban Province in 1868; 
and in Sukhum Department (Abkhazia) in 1870.*° The Russian government 
proceeded gradually to secure the support of North Caucasian elites, whom 
it consulted when drafting abolitionist legislation. Tsarist authorities made 
a series of abolitionist deals throughout the region, whereby new cases of 
enslavement were outlawed but existing slaveholding temporarily remained 
legal. Slaveholders were required to liberate their slaves after a certain number 
of years in servitude and were compensated by the state or could set them free 
sooner in exchange for a manumission payment by enslaved persons.*° 

Russia’s abolition of North Caucasian slavery in the 1860s prompted many 
slaveholders to emigrate to the Ottoman Empire and take their slaves with 
them. Abolitionism provoked resistance among many slaveholding families, 


especially in Kabarda, Abkhazia, and Ossetia, who interpreted abolitionism 
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as part of Russia’s wider assault on their social institutions.*” We do not know 
how many North Caucasians left as slaves because refugee communities 
rarely disclosed to Ottoman authorities who among them was unfree. One 
Ottoman report suggests that more than 150,000 Circassian muhajirs were 
enslaved.** Foreign consuls corroborated the extent of enslavement through 
their local informants. Reportedly, some refugee villages near Edirne in east- 
ern Thrace had five slaves to one free person, and in the Kahramanmaras 
area in southeastern Anatolia more than half of muhajirs in Kabardian vil- 
lages were enslaved. This final transfer of enslaved North Caucasians to the 
Middle East coincided with the voyages of the last ships carrying enslaved 
Africans to the Americas.”° 

North Caucasian insurgency against Russian rule led to new rounds 
of displacement. After the end of the Caucasus War, the Russian govern- 
ment suppressed a string of uprisings in Chechnya (1864), Abkhazia (1864, 
1866), Zaqatala District (1863, 1869-70), western Circassia/Kuban (1870), and 
Dagestan (1866, 1871).”' The first major uprising occurred in Chechnya in 
1864, when followers of the Qadiriyya Sufi order protested the imprisonment 
of their shaykh Kunta Hajji.”’ Following the suppression of the uprising, the 
Russian government secured the Ottomans’ agreement to resettle Kunta 
Hajji’s followers and others who wished to emigrate, which was the second 
and final formal Russo-Ottoman agreement—after the one in 1860—on the 
population transfer of North Caucasian Muslims.” In 1865, Musa Kunduk- 
hov, a Muslim Ossetian general in the Russian army, organized the emigra- 
tion of 23,057 Muslims, mostly Chechens and some Ingush, Karabulaks,” 
Ossetians, and Kabardians.”? Another large revolt, known as the Lykhny 
rebellion, occurred in Abkhazia in 1866 in response to the impending land 
reform and the abolition of slavery. About a quarter of Abkhazia’s population 
participated in the rebellion, making it the largest anti-abolitionist revolt in 
the Caucasus.”® The uprising led to the emigration of 19,342 Muslim Abkha- 
zians to the Ottoman Empire in 1867.” Finally, in 1877, a series of revolts in 
support of the Ottoman Empire in the Russo-Ottoman War of 1877-78 broke 
out in Abkhazia, Chechnya, and Dagestan. The suppression of those revolts 
led to the emigration of 30,000-50,000 Abkhazians and smaller groups of 
Chechens and Dagestanis.”* 


Social pressure played a massive role in the emigration of free Muslims 
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of a lower social status. The elites of the Northwest and Northcentral Cau- 
casus, who had the most to lose from tsarist reforms, often persuaded or 
coerced their peasants to emigrate with them. In the Ottoman Empire, they 
surrounded themselves with their kinsfolk and usually retained a high social 
status. The emigration with their kin and upper-status patrons allowed poorer 
North Caucasians to preserve their social networks and community, even if it 
meant separation from their homeland. In this fashion, entire Kabardian and 
Ossetian villages followed their notables to the Ottoman Empire. Ossetian 
notables Ahmet Tsalikov and Alimurza Abisalov, Shapsugh Temirkhan Ship- 
shey, and Kabardian Fitsa Abdrakhmanoy, who all were in tsarist military or 
civil service, led large emigrating parties of their kinsfolk out of Russia. The 
‘ulama, or Muslim religious elites, occasionally led the emigrating parties of 
Kabardians, Shapsughs, Bzhedughs, and Karachays.” 

In later decades, many Muslims left the Caucasus because they thought 
that the government might further infringe on Muslims’ freedoms. Tsarist 
reforms had transformed the daily lives of many North Caucasians, who had 
to traverse Cossack settlements to reach each other’s villages and experienced 
heavy state oversight of their mosques, madrasas, and courts.'” The anxiety 
that the worst was yet to come instigated new rounds of North Caucasian 
emigration. In rare surviving testimonies, emigrants expressed fear that, with 
time, the government would impose additional taxes on them, force them to 
educate their children only in Russian, give local women in marriage to Rus- 
sians, and even convert everyone to Christianity.'"' Some Kabardians believed 
that those who die on Russian-occupied soil would not be able to enter para- 
dise and that cholera epidemics were Allah’s punishment for not emigrating 
to the Ottoman Empire.'” 

One anonymous Dagestani muhajir, before leaving for the Ottoman 
Empire, left the following open letter, which illustrates such worries. This 
message, written in Arabic, was secretly copied and passed on as a chain letter 


before it was discovered and confiscated by the Russian police: 


I leave Dagestan forever because of my disdain for it. How can I not aban- 
don Dagestan and not leave for Istanbul, when [it is] the latter [that] has 
faith? In Dagestan . . . [people] do not distinguish anymore between what is 


permitted and what is prohibited. . . . Whoever stays here will regret it later 
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and turn into Russians. . .. Heavy taxes will be imposed, and bad times will 
come. ... Those who live with the Russians drink wine. Whoever stays here 
will be in hell forever. Dagestanis, let’s go to the Ottoman state! Do you re- 
member what happened to Kazan Tatars? Your turn is coming, and you will 
be recruited as soldiers, and Allah will reproach you for that in the afterlife. 
Do not stay here, true Muslims. Pack your bags, and may Allah help you in 


your journey!" 


Conscription was a persistent fear of many North Caucasian Muslims. 
Many believed that the introduction of conscription in Russia in 1874 meant 
that Russia’s Muslim subjects, who had been exempted until then, would 
be drafted into the military. Many non-Muslim families also dreaded mili- 
tary service—a fear that transferred seamlessly into the Soviet and post-1991 
eras—but the Muslim subjects of the tsar had a culturally specific concern, 
namely that their sons would be forced to eat pork in the army, as Russians 
do.!4 Notably, many other imperial subjects feared conscription introduced 
by their rapidly centralizing nineteenth-century states. Egyptian peas- 
ants were terrified of being drafted into Muhammad ‘Ali’s army, and some 
maimed themselves to avoid conscription, while many Ottoman Christians 
preferred to continue paying additional taxes than to serve in the Ottoman 
army, for which they were eligible after 1856.” 

The Russian approach to Muslim emigration changed after the end of the 
Caucasus War. In late 1864, the Russian government banned the emigration 
of Circassians from Kuban Province to the Ottoman Empire, extending the 
ban in 1867 for other Muslims in the North Caucasus.'°° The new policy 
followed a similar one toward Crimean Tatars, whose emigration Russia re- 
stricted after 1860. The government tried to prevent the Crimean flight to 
maintain a large tax base and labor force.'” Likewise, in the Caucasus, civil 
authorities were concerned about the long-term costs of emigration, which 
hindered “the fastest development of the region.”!°* Many Slavic peasants and 
Cossacks, who had arrived as colonists to take the place of Circassians and 
Chechens, had trouble adapting to terrace farming and to growing grapes 
and mulberry trees. Their settlements were economically failing."” In these 
circumstances, the loss of Muslim farmers to emigration spelled the collapse 
of local agriculture and tax revenue for generations to come. ‘The state rheto- 


ric on emigration changed: during the Caucasus War, Muslim refugees were 
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imagined as rebels and religious fanatics who could never be redeemed as 
loyal tsarist subjects; after 1864, prospective Muslim emigrants were seen as 
peasants who were misled by Ottoman propaganda and whom the govern- 
ment should persuade to remain and be productive Russian subjects."° 

The Russian government did not separate application procedures for 
Muslim emigration and pilgrimage. Both prospective emigrants and pilgrims 
had to request a Russian passport (zagranichnyi pasport), which allowed one 
to exit and return to Russia within six months to a year." After May 1861, the 
authorities in the Caucasus stamped emigrant passports with the note “leav- 
ing for resettlement,” turning them into exit-only documents."* Many mu- 
hajirs, however, would not reveal their intention to emigrate and applied for 
passports as pilgrims because that gave them six months to a year to change 
their mind and return to the Caucasus. By the early 1870s, Russian author- 
ities in the North Caucasus were split between those in favor of allowing 
Muslim emigration and those who opposed it.’ Meanwhile, local officials re- 
ceived hundreds of petitions from Muslim residents requesting permission to 
emigrate to the Ottoman Empire. The Russian governor of Kuban Province 
wrote in 1872 that “all mountaineers, with fairly few exceptions, were ready to 
immediately move to Turkey if they were allowed to do so.”"™ 

In 1872, the Caucasus Viceroyalty relaxed its ban on travel to the Ot 
toman Empire, allowing temporary leave to the Ottoman Empire for the 
hajj. The authorities no longer accepted petitions requesting to emigrate, but 
they knew that many applicants for the hajj did not intend to ever return to 
Russia. The government, however, raised the bar for an applicant to qualify 
for an exit passport. According to the new instructions, a Muslim resident 
wishing to conduct a pilgrimage needed to submit an individual petition, 
demonstrate sufficient funds for the journey and the upkeep of their family 
while they were away, pay the prohibitively high fee of 70 rubles as a deposit 
in lieu of advance taxes, and secure a statement from their village adminis- 
tration testifying that the applicant had no debts and was not under criminal 
investigation or on trial. Petitioners were not allowed to sell their property 
before obtaining formal permission to leave, which was granted at the discre- 
tion of their provincial governor.'” Caucasus authorities eased the total ban 
on emigration for Muslims in 1876 and removed it altogether in 1885. Thresh- 


old requirements to receive permission to emigrate were high: a prospective 


44 CHAPTER ONE 


emigrant had to secure the written approval of two-thirds of their village and 
of the Ottoman government for their emigration." 

Russia’s restrictions on Muslim emigration after the Caucasus War sup- 
ported its overall goal to solidify its rule in the Caucasus. The government 
discouraged mass Muslim emigration but provided a legal way to emigrate 
for those Muslims who were adamantly opposed to staying. The onerous and 
expensive procedure to leave Russia suppressed the number of formal applica- 
tions and fueled unauthorized emigration to the Ottoman Empire. Between 
the late 1860s and World War I, most Muslims emigrated without informing 
the tsarist government.” At their own pace, muhajirs settled their affairs, said 
their goodbyes, and then crossed the Russo-Ottoman border in the dead of 
night. 

Russia prohibited the return of North Caucasian refugees from the Otto- 
man Empire. In June 1861, the Caucasus Army enacted a ban on readmitting 
most North Caucasian Muslims." Requests to return, submitted by muhajirs 
to Russian consuls in the Ottoman Empire, were to be denied and visas not 
issued. The admission of those who presented themselves to tsarist officials 
on the Russo-Ottoman border hinged on their carrying a Russian passport. 
Those returning without a passport were to be deported. Returnees who car- 
ried a Russian passport were not guaranteed readmittance either: they were 
to be denied entry if they had overstayed in the Ottoman Empire and re- 
turned with an expired Russian passport; if their passport was issued for an 
entire household and not its individual members, which had been a practice 
by some local authorities;'” or if their passport had the special exit stamp 
“leaving for resettlement.”’° Even those who returned with an unexpired 
passport but who had previously sold their property in the Caucasus, which 
the authorities interpreted as an intention to emigrate, were to be denied 
readmittance to the Caucasus and instead resettled in the distant Orenburg 
Governorate or territories of the Ural Cossack Host.’ In practice, very few 
returnees had in their possession unexpired Russian passports. The procedure 
of a formal application to exit Russia was not properly communicated to all 
Muslim residents, and, according to the regulations of March 1861, military 
authorities were not to issue passports to those mountaineers who wished to 
emigrate to the Ottoman Empire.'’” Moreover, most muhajirs were western 


Circassians, many of whom had departed from territories that had not been 
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controlled by Russia in the early 1860s, and no authority in sight could issue 
them passports at the time. The official ban on the return of North Caucasian 
Muslims remained in place through the end of imperial rule.’ 

Russia’s ban on the return of North Caucasian Muslims after 1861 and re- 
strictions on emigration after 1867 complemented each other. They meant to 
keep North Caucasian Muslim populations, which had now resided within 
the Russian and Ottoman empires, separate from each other to prevent the 
exchange of ideas that could challenge Russian authority in the Caucasus. 
The Russian government grew increasingly paranoid that North Caucasian 
returnees could be Ottoman emissaries who would sway local Muslim pop- 
ulations to either emigrate to the Ottoman Empire or rise up against tsarist 
rule.'4 The ban had further underlined the tenuous position of Muslims still 
residing in the Caucasus. The tsar’s newest Muslim subjects faced restrictions 
on their mobility in and out of Russia. The government’s ban on return sent 
an unequivocal message to local Muslims that, were they to leave the Cauca- 
sus, the road home would be closed because the Russian state did not want 
them. Russia’s policies were similar to Ottoman ones toward Armenians. The 
Ottoman government banned Armenian emigration in 1888 because it feared 
that Armenians would be exposed to revolutionary ideas overseas and bring 
them home. For that very reason, in 1893, the Porte also barred Armenians 
from returning to the Ottoman Empire.'” 

The Russian government denaturalized Muslim emigrants. Denatural- 
ization, or the revocation of subjecthood, was rare in the Russian Empire.!*° 
‘The tsarist government never developed legislation recognizing Russian sub- 
jects’ right to emigrate or leave Russian subjecthood but claimed the author- 
ity to denaturalize Russian subjects for serious crimes, such as treason. In 
practice, tsarist authorities rarely denaturalized Russia’s emigrants, who were 
presumed to remain Russian subjects. Thus, ethnic Russians and Germans 
who returned to Russia after their emigration to the United States commonly 
resumed their Russian subjecthood.'”” Ottoman Greeks and Armenians who 
had acquired Russian subjecthood through Russian consuls retained it and 
even passed it on to their children while never stepping outside the Ottoman 
Empire.’ By the second half of the nineteenth century, the tsarist govern- 
ment stopped extending such continuity of subjecthood to non-Christians, 


frequently disavowing its Jewish and Muslim emigrants. For example, the 
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government allowed Jewish and Crimean Tatar communities to emigrate 
only if they signed statements consenting to being “eternally banned” from 
returning to the Russian Empire. This pledge of nonreturn, not asked of 
Slavic emigrants, amounted to “compulsory denaturalization.”!” 

North Caucasian Muslims who received tsarist permission for emigra- 
tion had their subjecthood abrogated soon after their departure.'°° They were 
expunged from their community’s membership list, losing the right of resi- 
dence; their state-allotted land was returned to their community’s land grant 
or was distributed to retired Russian soldiers or colonists from interior Rus- 
sian provinces; and they lost the right to return to Russia under any circum- 
stances.’ The tsarist government denaturalized North Caucasian muhajirs 
who emigrated without authorization by regarding them as Ottoman sub- 
jects. This policy was evident when muhajirs were trying to return to Russia 
from the Ottoman Empire. Russia’s authorities operated on the assumption 
that North Caucasians who arrived at the border without a Russian passport 
or with an expired one had already become Ottoman subjects.” Accord- 
ing to Russia’s penal code, entering the subjecthood of another empire was 
punishable by the “eternal expulsion from the state’s domains” or, should 
they attempt to return to Russia, exile in Siberia.'*? The tsarist government’s 
presumption of North Caucasian returnees’ Ottoman subjecthood led to ret- 
roactive denaturalization. 

Russia’s denaturalization of North Caucasian muhajirs underscores the 
intentionality of Russia’s emigration policies. Denaturalization was an ex- 
ception to Russia’s long-standing strategy to extend its extraterritoriality on 
Ottoman soil through Russian subjects. In the late Ottoman era, foreign 
powers secured capitulations, including broad exemptions from Ottoman law 
for their subjects. As James H. Meyer and Lale Can demonstrated, Muslim 
migrants from Russia often invoked tsarist subjecthood to claim Russian dip- 
lomatic protection and exemption from Ottoman law when it suited them.'*4 
The Russian government routinely claimed jurisdiction in the Ottoman 
domains over migrants with varying claims to Russian subjecthood, from 
Cossack fugitives to Bukharan emigrants.’ It also provided protection and 
intervened on behalf of North Caucasian pilgrims.’° North Caucasian mu- 
hajirs, or any North Caucasians suspected of having settled in the Ottoman 


Empire, however, were one group—and by far the largest—that the Rus- 
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sian government almost never claimed as Russian subjects. Tsarist authorities 
viewed them as Russia’s former and denaturalized subjects.'*” 

Denaturalization as a tool of war and nation building became more 
common in the interwar era. Between 1921 and 1923, Soviet authorities denat- 
uralized former tsarist subjects who resided outside the Soviet Union.'** That 
rendered hundreds of thousands of Russian, Ukrainian, and other refugees 
stateless, prompting the League of Nations to focus its refugee efforts on the 
issue of statelessness and eventually create the Nansen passports, the first 
internationally recognized refugee travel documents. Interwar nation-states 
also widely practiced denationalization, especially against ethnic and reli- 
gious minorities inside or outside their national borders, which, in the words 
of Hannah Arendt, became a “powerful weapon of totalitarian politics.”'” 
Some of the more egregious examples include Turkey’s denationalization of 
overseas Armenians in 1927; Nazi Germany’s revocation of German Jews’ cit- 
izenship between 1933 and 1935; and anti-Jewish denationalization legislation 
in Poland, Romania, and Hungary in 1938.'° 

Russia’s migration policies in the Caucasus were consistent in their exclu- 
sion. The government permanently excluded from Russia those whom it per- 
ceived as an unreliable frontier population, either because they resisted initial 
conquest, waged anticolonial struggle, or emigrated without authorization. 
North Caucasian Muslims were disproportionately targeted for exclusion. 
Russia’s migration policies toward local Muslims aided the empire’s expan- 
sion and were driven by the insecurity of tsarist rule in the Caucasus. It was 
the most difficult region for Russia to conquer and then to keep. Policies on 
Muslim mobility in the Caucasus resembled those in another frontier region, 
Crimea, but were much more restrictive than those in Russia’s interior prov- 
inces in the Volga region, the Urals, and Siberia.’ Where in Russia Muslims 
lived shaped their ability to emigrate, return, or keep their subjecthood. 

After the Russo-Ottoman War of 1877—78, emigration from the North 
Caucasus subsided to a few thousand people per year. In this period, many 
Muslims left Russia to reunite with their muhajir families or to seek better 
opportunities in the Ottoman Empire. New generations of North Caucasian 
Muslims followed in the footsteps of their friends and relatives and typically 
moved to Ottoman villages with their ethnic brethren. New rounds of mi- 


gration by western Circassians, Karachays, Balkars, Kabardians, Chechens, 
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Ingush, Avars, Dargins, Kumyks, Lezgins, and Laks occurred in 1884-87, 
1890-91, 1895, 1900-1902, 1904-6, and 1912.’ This gradual emigration from 
the North Caucasus to Anatolia and Syria continued into the 1920s, after the 
two empires ceased to exist. 

‘The estimates of the numbers of North Caucasian refugees vary widely. 
The lowest number, or the starting point of any estimate, was given by Adolf 
P. Berzhe, a Russian Orientalist scholar and head of the Caucasus Archae- 
ographic Commission. He tallied up the Russian military’s data to count 
493,194 North Caucasians, mostly western Circassians, who left Russia be- 
tween 1858 and 1865. Berzhe himself considered that number to be a sig- 
nificant undercount.’ On the receiving side, Salaheddin Bey, an Ottoman 
official in charge of counting immigrants, estimated that, between 1855 and 
1866, 1,008,000 Muslims from the Caucasus and Crimea had arrived, of 
which 595,000 settled in the European provinces and 413,000 in Anatolia.'“4 
The highest number was suggested by Sultan Devlet-Giray, a Circassian his- 
torian in tsarist Russia, who estimated that 3,097,949 North Caucasian Mus- 
lims left for the Ottoman Empire in 1816-1910, including around 2,750,000 
Circassians who were allegedly present in the Ottoman Empire by 1910.” 

Likely over a million Muslims left the North Caucasus in 1858-1914. The 
estimate is for first-generation muhajirs who were born in the Caucasus and 
were expelled into or emigrated to the Ottoman Empire (see table 1)."“° Be- 
cause of high mortality rates, especially during the first Circassian refugee 
crisis, in 1863—65, fewer than a million refugees lived to be resettled in the 


“7 The precise numbers are impossible to calculate. The 


Ottoman Empire. 
Russian government undercounted during the wartime chaos in 1863-64 and 
1877-78. The Ottoman authorities never produced a complete tally of im- 
migrants in all of their provinces. Nor could either government perform a 
comprehensive count because parts of migration were invisible to the author- 
ities. The Russian government recorded numbers of only those Muslims who 
boarded the boats that it had commissioned; all refugees who hired private 
boats to take them off the Circassian coast were not included in the statis- 
tics.“ After 1864, the Russian authorities knew only of those emigrants who 
formally notified them of their departure, which was a minority. As for the 
Ottoman count, upper-status North Caucasians who did not require finan- 


cial aid from the state would not necessarily appear in population registers 
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Ethnic Group Peak of Migration Estimates 


Western Circassians 1858-64 464,093-812,933 
Abzakh, Bzhedugh, Hatuquwai, 
Mamkhlegh, Natukhai, 
Temirgoi, Yegeruqwai, Zhaney, 


Shapsugh, and Ubykh 
Eastern Circassians 1860-61, 1890, 1895 64,000 
Kabardians and Besleneys 
Abkhazians and Abazins 1859-64, 1867, 1877 —_70,000-145,000 
Nogai Tatars 1858-64 30,650—70,000 
Karachays and Balkars 1884-87, 1893, 10,000-15,756 
1905-06 
Chechens and Ingush 1865, 1904-06, 1912 40,000—45,000 
Ossetians 1860-61, 1865 5,000-10,000 
Dagestanis 1877 20,000—25,000 


Total 703,743-1,187,689 


Table 1. North Caucasian refugees, 1858-1914. 


as muhajirs. The post-Soviet conflicts aggravated our access to precious evi- 
dence. The historical archive of Abkhazia burned down amid the Georgian- 
Abkhazian conflict in 1992, and most holdings of the historical archive of 
Chechnya and Ingushetia were destroyed during the Chechen Wars of 1994— 
96 and 1999-2000. Archival dispossession only solidifies the erasure of gen- 


erations that are no longer there. 


NORTH CAUCASIAN HIJRA 

Many North Caucasian Muslims viewed their migration to the Ottoman 
Empire as hijra. The ‘ulama often taught that it was a religious duty of Mus- 
lims who found themselves in dar al-harb (the “domain of war”) to move 
to dar al-islim (the “domain of Islam”). Many heeded that call. As early as 
1860, one Hajj Biy-Sultan, who had emigrated from Kabarda to the Ottoman 
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Empire, circulated the following appeal, in Arabic, among his Kabardian kin: 
“May Almighty Allah save you from what you would otherwise regret. All 
Circassians are heading to the Ottoman state, whereas you are staying with 
the infidels. . . . If you live by shari‘a law and follow all that is prescribed by 
the Prophet, you must immediately leave for the Ottoman state.” 

For most North Caucasians, hijra provided the vocabulary to describe 
and make sense of their displacement. By performing hijra and becoming 
muhajirs, these Muslims placed their traumatic experiences within the re- 
vered narratives of Islamic history. After having lost their country, they con- 
ducted a journey that generations of Muslims, including the Prophet himself, 
made before them. Hijra promised a sense of belonging to a larger Muslim 
community, as thousands of other Muslims had been expelled from their 
ancestral territories and sought refuge in the Ottoman Empire. Hijra also 
offered refugees a way to speak to Ottoman officials and their new Muslim 
neighbors, who would have sympathy for them because they were muha- 
jirs and became refugees in a foreign land because of their Muslim identity. 
The language of hijra fit both the circumstances and the needs of those who 
had been displaced. While evoking the sacrifices of Muslim refugees of the 
past, hijra captured the contemporary injustice done to the new muhajirs, the 
honor of their tragic journeys, and a new beginning in the Ottoman Empire. 

Not all muhajirs thought of their migration to the Ottoman Empire in re- 
ligious terms. Western Circassians, who were violently displaced in the early 
1860s, were certainly not emigrating for religious reasons. Yet even many Cir- 
cassians, especially in later Ottoman generations, remembered their displace- 
ment as /ijra because the term covered various reasons why Muslims would 
leave their homeland and seek refuge elsewhere. By the nineteenth century, 
hijra, or refugees’ choice to express their migration as such, had everything to 
do with Islam but not necessarily with religiosity. 

The idea of Muslim migration to the Ottoman Empire as hijra faded away 
in the twentieth century in both diasporic literature and academic scholar- 
ship.”° Soviet historians of the Caucasus, writing in a scholarly environment 
critical of religious causation, were averse to explaining migrations as moti- 
vated by faith. It had to be about the brutality of tsarism and the exploitation 


of mountaineers by their overlords. North Caucasian writers in the diaspora 


MUSLIM MIGRATIONS FROM THE NORTH CAUCASUS 51 


likewise treaded carefully. The immigration of their minority communities 
on account of Islam did not exactly fit into the newly secular narratives of 
Turkish, Syrian, and Jordanian nations. Finally, contemporary diasporic ac- 
tivists rightly emphasize the violence during the expulsions of 1863-64, and 
the idea of hijra, purportedly a voluntary aspiration, might seem incompati- 
ble with an ethnic cleansing or a genocide. As this book shows, this is not the 
case. Neither was the North Caucasian hijra voluntary, nor does it exclude 
nonreligious reasons to migrate. 

The North Caucasian hijra drew on a rich legacy of migration within the 
Caucasus itself: Before the mass exodus to the Ottoman Empire began, Mus- 
lims who resisted Russian rule would conduct hijra within the mountains. 
North Caucasians applied the term Aijra to at least three localized migrations 
in the nineteenth century. First, in the early nineteenth century many Ka- 
bardians fled the Russian annexation of Kabarda for the still independent 
western Circassian territories. Known in literature as “free” or “fugitive” Ka- 
bardians (khadzhrety, derived from hijra), they settled in the lowlands on the 
left bank of the Kuban River. Most of them would leave for the Ottoman 
Empire together with western Circassians in the early 1860s."' Second, the 
leadership of the Caucasus Imamate encouraged North Caucasian Muslims 
to leave Russian-held territories and move to their state so they could live 
under Muslim rule and shari‘a law. In the 1840s and 1850s, many Muslims 
arrived in the Imamate as muhajirs, and many of them continued their hijra 
to the Ottoman Empire after the Imamate collapsed.'” Finally, the leaders of 
the uprisings of 1877 in Chechnya and Dagestan also called on North Cau- 
casian Muslims to join them as muhajirs in the territories briefly recaptured 
from Russia. After tsarist authorities suppressed the uprisings, many rebels 
fled to the Ottoman Empire or were exiled to Siberia.’* Those intra-Caucasus 
migrations popularized the concept of hijra as a form of anticolonial resis- 
tance. Hijra to the Ottoman Empire was not the first displacement for many 
North Caucasian Muslims. Many muhajirs were refugees before they left the 
Caucasus. 

The direction of the hijra out of the North Caucasus was almost exclu- 
sively to the Ottoman Empire. The reasons for that were the proximity of 


the Ottoman border and the shared Sunni heritage, as well as a rich history 
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tying the Caucasus to Anatolia. North Caucasian communities long lived 
in the outer reaches of the Ottoman Empire, and their cultural awareness 
of the Ottoman world vitalized the nineteenth-century migrations. For 
those from the western slopes of the Caucasus, the Mediterranean world 
was the terminus of the centuries-long slave trade. Circassian slaves gave 
rise to an entire Mamluk dynasty that ruled Egypt between 1382 and 1517 
and to generations of Ottoman governors in North Africa and Syria. Seven 
of the last eight Ottoman sultans were born to a Circassian, Abkhazian, or 
Georgian slave. The white slave trade wove the eastern shores of the Black 
Sea into Ottoman history. For Northeast Caucasians, the Ottoman lands 
were a cherished destination for their learned men. Dagestan, in particular, 
was well integrated into intellectual networks of the Muslim world, and it 
was a long-standing tradition of Dagestani ‘ulama to seek religious and legal 
office on a far larger Ottoman job market. In the last decades of Ottoman 
rule, the ‘ulama of Dagestani origin could be found in some of the highest- 
ranking positions in the empire, such as the grand mufti (seyhiilislam) and 
chief judge (kazasker) of Anatolia.’ 

The North Caucasian hijra was also tightly connected to the hajj. The 
two are very different types of migration in principle: the hajj, the fifth pillar 
of Islam, constitutes a voluntary time-limited journey, whereas hijra was a 
permanent relocation born of persecution. The hajj, however, was the primary 
source of information about the Ottoman Empire for those who considered 
emigration. Those North Caucasian Muslims who traveled to Hejaz by sea 
did so via Istanbul and Jeddah, and those who journeyed by land made mul- 
tiple stops on their way, including in Kars, Erzurum, Diyarbakir, Aleppo, 
Damascus, and Jerusalem.'’” Pilgrims’ experiences of visiting holy shrines 
and Sufi lodges and their interactions with like-minded hajjis shaped pop- 
ular perceptions in the Caucasus of the Ottoman state as a righteous Sunni 
caliphate. Many hajjis spoke highly of the Ottomans when they returned to 
their mountainous villages, and, for some, the hajj influenced their decision 
to conduct hijra.?° For many, the hajj and hijra were part of the same physical 
journey. Those who were issued a temporary Russian passport for the hajj 
used their allotted leave of six months to a year to contemplate whether to 


remain in the Ottoman Empire and to become Ottoman subjects. For ex- 
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ample, Kerim-Sultan, the Chechen muhajir whose story opened this chapter, 
had relatives who left for the Ottoman Empire as pilgrims. They stayed in 
Mecca for several decades as miicavirin (long-term pious residents of the holy 
cities of Mecca and Medina) and then joined Kerim-Sultan in Transjordan 
as muhajirs.’” The North Caucasian hijra also changed the hajj. Mass mi- 
grations of Russia’s Muslims mapped the Caucasus onto the Middle East, 
with hundreds of Circassian, Chechen, Avar, and Ossetian villages dotting 
the landscapes of Anatolia, Kurdistan, and Syria. The hajj for many Russian 
Muslims became more than a religious journey, however treasured that spiri- 
tual experience was. The hajj, as Kerim-Sultan’s letters attested, was a journey 
across the expanded North Caucasian world. Pilgrims traveled from one mu- 
hajir village to another, seeing old relations, sharing the news from the tsarist 
Caucasus, and learning about muhajirs’ lives as Ottoman subjects. 

Many North Caucasians long regarded the Ottomans’ “well-protected 
domains” to be a place of refuge. They imagined the Ottoman sultan-caliph 
to be a just Islamic ruler who protected Muslims inside and outside of his 
realm. This perception may have come from emissaries whom the Ottoman 
government had purportedly sent to propagandize emigration, but it also 
drew on sentiments long present in the Caucasus.’* Even before mass dis- 
placement in the 1860s, Abkhazian Muslims had been emigrating to the Ot 
toman Empire in small groups in 1810, 1821, 1824, 1829-30, 1837, 1840-41, and 
1854.’ Likewise, elites from the Northeast Caucasus, including Imam Sham- 
il’s spiritual mentor Jamal al-Din al-Ghazi-Ghumudi, fled Russia’s defeat of 
the Caucasus Imamate in 1859 to the Ottoman state, where they received 
houses and annual salaries and had their children enrolled in the empire’s 
best educational institutions. North Caucasians expected the Ottoman 


government to be as welcoming to them in their time of need. 


The earlier and limited familiarity with the Ottoman Empire explains why, 
at the early stages of migration, many Circassians called their migration, in 
their native language, Ltambylakw’aé (Ucmam6vtaaxlys, “exodus to Istan- 
bul”)."' Much of what they knew about the empire was tied to its shining 
imperial capital. Muhajir expectations were usually dashed shortly after ar- 


rival. One folk song, collected by ethnographers in a Kabardian village near 
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Bursa in northwestern Anatolia retells muhajirs’ heartbreak over losing their 


homeland and disappointment with their new home: 


The Circassian banner, oh misfortune, 
Flutters in the wind. 
May Allah the great reunite us! 
We are going, and going, 
We are moving to Istanbul, 
Oh misfortune! 


the Istanbul houses are multistory houses, 
They grind flour on lower floors. 


For we are muhajirs. 


These villages, where we arrive, 
What are these villages? 
They wear wide-leg pants, oh misfortune. 
Their hats are round and ugly. 


For we are muhajirs... . 


Oh, the cursed road to Istanbul, 
How curved it is. 
Our one homeland, oh misfortune, 
We are leaving behind. 
We are going, and going, 
We are moving to Istanbul... . 


Oh, the muhajir elder, oh misfortune, 
With a white beard. 
Our muhajir affairs 
Do not leave to the mercy of the fate. 
We are going, and going, 
We are moving to Istanbul, 


Oh misfortune! 
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The Kabardian song captures the anguish of a long journey and fears of what 
lay ahead. Hijra included not only the act of migration but also that of re- 
settlement. The next chapter tells what awaited muhajirs in the Ottoman 
Empire: how the Ottoman government constructed a refugee regime to ac- 
commodate incoming Muslims from Russia and how muhajirs fit into the 


Ottoman designs to preserve the empire. 


TWwWo 


OTTOMAN REFUGEE 
REGIME 


IN AUGUST 1902, SEVERAL DOZEN MEN ‘ode into the town 
of Pasinler near Erzurum in eastern Anatolia. The men represented the most 
prominent households of their kin and arrived at a meeting of a khasa, or 
Circassian council, to discuss the plight of their people who were temporarily 
settled in surrounding villages. After hours of deliberation, the Circassian 
elders agreed on the text of the petition, which they sent as a telegram to 


Istanbul. The petition read: 


Nine months ago, together with 700 households, we have taken refuge in 
the land of the compassionate Sultan to preserve our Muslim faith. We were 
settled in Pasinler, where we have been destitute. Our food rations were sus- 
pended after only four months, and many of our children died of hunger, 
while others remain sick. For the permanent place of settlement, the local gov- 
ernor wishes to send us to Bitlis, and the provincial governor of Syria wishes 
to settle us among some ruins. Because we have relatives who had previously 
emigrated to Syria, we beg you, in the name of Islam and justice, to free us, 


your poor subjects, from poverty and misery and to allow us to settle in Syria.’ 


The Ottoman Refugee Commission, a state agency in charge of settling 
new migrants, received this petition, written in Ottoman Turkish. The gov- 


ernment previously hoped to find agricultural land to settle these refugees in 
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the provinces of Van or Bitlis, near the Iranian borders, or maybe in Bursa in 
northwestern Anatolia. But the Circassians resisted being sent to those places 
and had already dispatched their own envoys to search for empty farmland 
in Syria, which was farther away and would require a costly relocation. The 
Commission, after consulting the office of the grand vizier, agreed to trans- 
port over 3,000 muhajirs from Pasinler to the Black Sea port of Trabzon 
and from there, by steamship, to the Mediterranean port of Beirut, as long 
as the Circassians would pay their own way.” They would then be free to 
move to the already existing Circassian villages in the hinterland of Syria 
and Transjordan. This refugee petition highlights several critical issues in 
Ottoman refugee resettlement: the scarcity of free agricultural land, a chronic 
insufficiency of funds, and the urgency to act amid a humanitarian crisis. It 
also demonstrates that muhajirs were not passive players in their traumatic 
journey, as they are often portrayed. They wrote petitions to Istanbul, lob- 
bied local powerholders, and scouted out the land, doing everything in their 
power to better the terms of their settlement in their new empire. 

This chapter examines how, why, and where the Ottomans had been 
settling North Caucasian muhajirs. Since the late 1850s, the Ottoman gov- 
ernment had accepted several million immigrants from the Caucasus, the 
Balkans, Crimea, North Africa, and the Aegean islands. The Ottomans 
were not alone in settling masses of immigrants. Russia, the United States, 
Canada, Australia, and other states were also moving millions of newcomers 
to colonize their frontier territories. The defining characteristic of Ottoman 
resettlement was that most immigrants to the Ottoman Empire were refu- 
gees. The continuous arrival of Muslim refugees from Russia drove the evolu- 
tion of Ottoman migration and resettlement policies. 

After 1860, the Ottoman government had developed a refugee regime. 
A refugee regime is a set of principles, norms, and procedures governing the 
acceptance and resettlement of refugees. It is typically viewed as a product 
of the post-World War II international system. Yet, in the second half of 
the nineteenth century, an Islamic empire resisting European territorial con- 
quests built a regime that provided refuge, protections, and aid for refugees, 
with its own channels of communication among state and nonstate actors 
and refugees themselves. It was a refugee regime that emerged in response to 


European imperialism. 
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This chapter retraces Ottoman history since the 1850s through the lens 
of refugee resettlement. In this period, the resettlement of Muslim refugees, 
itself a symptom of the shrinkage of the Ottoman world, was a burden, a duty, 
and a tool of the imperial government. The Ottoman government conceived 
of refugee resettlement as a way to centralize its authority and to strengthen 
the empire. In the aftermath of the Russo-Ottoman War of 1877-78, the 
Ottomans used refugees to change demographics on the empire’s margins. 
By the time of World War I, the government’s humanitarian commitment to 
alleviate the suffering of Muslim communities coalesced with its resolve to 


annihilate others. 


OTTOMAN IMMIGRATION SYSTEM 

The Ottoman government had long maintained an open-door policy for im- 
migrants, irrespective of their faith, who were willing to pledge loyalty to the 
sultan and become his taxpaying subjects. The Ottoman Empire welcomed 
Jews who had been expelled from Spain in 1492, Sicily in 1493, Portugal in 
1497, and Naples in 1510. The Ottomans settled Sephardi and Italian Jews 
primarily in Istanbul and the empire’s Adriatic and Aegean ports, including 
Salonica.? In later centuries, the Ottomans accepted various Christian and 
Jewish communities fleeing the Russian and Habsburg domains. For exam- 
ple, Russia’s Old Believers and Zaporozhian Cossacks had been crossing the 
Danube and settling in the Ottoman Balkans throughout the eighteenth and 
early nineteenth centuries.’ Before the mid-nineteenth century, immigration 
proceeded on an ad hoc basis, with the Ottoman government offering sepa- 
rate deals to incoming communities. Local authorities had been in charge of 
settling immigrants. 

The impetus for a comprehensive immigration reform came during the 
Crimean War of 1853-56. During the war, Crimea’s Tatar, German, and 
Jewish communities started leaving for the Ottoman Empire.’ Municipal 
and district officials in the Ottoman Balkans took charge in resettling these 
groups, aided by the Ministry of Trade and, in the case of refugees stranded in 
Istanbul, by the Ministry of Police and Istanbul’s municipal administration.® 
The arrival of thousands of refugees had strained the infrastructure in the 
northern Balkans and the imperial capital, pushing the Ottoman government 


toward new legislation and a centralized administration for resettlement. 
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In 1857, the government issued the Immigration Law (Muhacirin Kanun- 
namesi), which became the cornerstone of the late Ottoman immigration 
legislation. The Ottomans’ first comprehensive immigration act fit neatly into 
the ambitious Tanzimat reforms, between 1839 and 1876, designed to pre- 
serve and strengthen the Ottoman state.’ In its landmark act, the government 
guaranteed all immigrants free plots of agricultural land (Article 4) and an 
exemption from taxes (Article 5) and military service (Article 6) for six years 
in the Balkans or for twelve years in Anatolia. Although spurred by the on- 
going humanitarian crisis in Crimea, the Immigration Law pursued a long- 
term agenda. Its architects envisioned a bright future, when farmers from 
Europe would want to move to the sultan’s thriving domains and make the 
Ottoman steppes and highlands bloom. The Ottomans published the text of 
the law in European journals, where it attracted some interest from potential 
Maltese, Irish, Swiss, Prussian, Alsatian, Tuscan, and Bessarabian German 
immigrants.* Even some farmers from the U.S. South enthusiastically in- 
quired, through the Ottoman consul in New York, about the possibility of 
becoming Ottoman subjects and expanding their cotton-growing business 
into Ottoman Syria.’ 

The Ottoman Land Code (Kanun-i Arazi) of 1858 complemented the 
Ottoman Immigration Law. The new land code redefined relations between 
Ottoman subjects and their property and between the state and its rural 
populations. The land code divided all land in the empire into five catego- 
ties: miri (state lands), milk (freehold or privately owned property), vakif or 
mevkufe (charitable endowments), metruke (land for public use), and mevat 
(dead lands)."° The categories themselves were not new, but, by standardiz- 
ing them, the land code provided a centralized framework governing land 
ownership that better suited the needs of the expanding Ottoman and global 
markets. The goals of the new legislation were to increase tax payments into 
the imperial treasury and to open new areas for economic development. The 
Land Code of 1858 was among the most enduring legacies of the empire, as 
it laid the groundwork for land legislation in Turkey and Ottoman successor 
states in the Balkans and the Arab world. 

The Land Code proved particularly favorable to the settlement of immi- 
grants. The government used the legislation to reassert state ownership of 


all miri land. Ottoman farmers had the right of tasarruf, or usufruct: they 
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could cultivate and derive profit from the land in exchange for tax payments. 
Under certain conditions, they could inherit and sell the usufruct, but they 
did not have legal ownership of the land (Article 3). The government could 
abrogate one’s usufruct rights if they did not till the land or did not pay taxes 
for three years (Article 68). The land code also eroded communal rights to 
the land, whether of settled or nomadic communities, prioritizing individual 
over collective rights (Article 8). As land pressure increased and the available 
fertile land became a prized commodity in the empire, the land code offered 
the government a legal way to dispense land in favor of muhajirs. 

The new Ottoman immigration system was similar to those of Russia, the 
United States, and other countries that looked for “pioneers” to settle their 
sprawling frontier territories. In the second half of the nineteenth century, the 
global expansion of capitalism and the transportation revolution enabled the 
modern state to colonize its own territories faster, which in turn necessitated 
new legislation that would be favorable to immigrant farmers. Thus, Russia’s 
Resettlement Law of 1889 guaranteed free land to all who wished to move to 
the tsar’s vast empire in southern Russia, Central Asia, and Siberia. Similar to 
the Ottoman Immigration Law, Russia’s Resettlement Law made a distinc- 
tion between the Asian and European parts of the empire, providing more 
generous exemptions to settlers who moved to less desirable destinations east 
of the Ural Mountains. In Russia’s European provinces, peasants rented the 
allotted land for six to twelve years before they received a permanent deed on 
the land and were exempt from taxation and conscription for two years. In 
the Asian provinces, settlers received immediate usufruct rights on the land, 
were exempt from conscription and taxation for three years, and could claim 
tax discounts for three additional years." 

Across the ocean, the government of the United States passed a series of 
Homestead Acts, between 1862 and 1930, to encourage the establishment of 
farming settlements, mostly west of the Mississippi River. The Homestead 
Acts disproportionately favored white settlers, many of whom were recent 
arrivals from Europe. Similar to immigrants in the Ottoman Empire, home- 
steaders in the United States needed to demonstrate commitment to their al- 
lotted land to secure full rights of land tenure. Thus, the act of 1862 granted a 


deed of title to free public domain, up to 160 acres, to a male or female “head 
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of a family” who resided on the land for at least five years and improved the 
land through farming.” 

Following the enactment of the Ottoman Immigration Law of 1857, the 
humanitarian crisis on Russia’s Black Sea coast worsened. Many more ref- 
ugees left Crimea and the Caucasus for the Ottoman Empire. In 1860, the 
Ottoman government created the Refugee Commission to handle the traffic 
of incoming Muslims from Russia. This state agency was called Muhacirin 
Komisyonu in Ottoman Turkish, which can be translated as “Immigrant,” 
or “Migrant,” or “Refugee” Commission. I prefer the latter because the 
Commission worked primarily with refugees. The agency’s primary duties 
included registering muhajirs at their port of arrival, securing temporary ac- 
commodation for them, and arranging transport to their final places of res- 
idence.'’? The newly established Commission faced a test when the arrival of 


Circassian refugees overwhelmed Ottoman ports on the Black Sea. 


FIRST CIRCASSIAN REFUGEE CRISIS, 1863-65 

The expulsions of Circassians from Russia became the Ottomans largest hu- 
manitarian crisis in the nineteenth century. Up to half a million Circassians 
left the Caucasus for the Ottoman shores in a matter of two years.‘ The 
Ottoman ports on the Black Sea were ill-equipped to handle daily arrivals of 
destitute refugees who had lost their homeland and loved ones and urgently 
required housing, food, water, and medicine to survive. Municipal authorities 
moved many refugees into makeshift camps, such as those in Akcakale and 
Saridere near Trabzon, with thousands of tents sprawling on the beach away 
from the ports. Epidemics of typhus and smallpox soon broke out among 
refugee populations. By December 1863, forty to sixty muhajirs were dying 
daily in Trabzon, a city of about 56,000 people.” Unauthorized burials, often 
on the beach, led to new rounds of disease and death. By May 1864, the daily 
death rate in Trabzon reached 120-150 people. In fear of contagion, bakeries 
in the city shut down, leading to the scarcity of bread, which meant more 
deaths from starvation.'® By June 1864, 180-250 people were dying daily in 
Trabzon, which by then hosted 63,190 muhajirs. Meanwhile, over 110,000 
refugees stayed in the environs of Samsun, where 200 people were dying 


daily.'’ The Ottoman chief sanitary inspector Barozzi, who visited Samsun a 
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month earlier, wrote, “Everywhere you meet with the sick, the dying and the 
dead; on the threshold of gates, in front of shops, in the middle of streets, in 
the squares, in the gardens, at the foot of trees. Every dwelling, every corner 
of streets, every spot occupied by the immigrants, has become a hotbed of in- 
fection.”'* Many Circassian refugees were redirected from Trabzon, Samsun, 
and Istanbul to Ottoman ports in the Balkans, which also did poorly. In June 
1864, Varna hosted about 70,000-80,000 refugees, all starving because of a 
breakdown in bread supply.” 

The Circassian refugee crisis of 1863—65 pushed the Refugee Commission 
to become more efficient in registering, settling, moving, feeding, clothing, 
treating, and burying refugees. The discrepancy between the Immigration 
Law and the reality of Ottoman immigration was glaring. The Ottoman im- 
migration legislation was designed for farmers who were willing to move to 
the empire and invest their capital in a homestead. The needs of refugees were 
drastically different from those of the voluntary immigrants that the Im- 
migration Law had envisioned. Circassian refugees were survivors of ethnic 
cleansing and a harrowing journey across the sea. They could not bring cattle 
or household items on their boats. Most arrived penniless and severely sick 
and required immediate support. 

To alleviate the refugee crisis, the Refugee Commission built on the exist- 
ing immigration legislation and expanded its provision of aid. The Commis- 
sion extended the exemption from military service for muhajirs to twenty-five 
years.”° In addition to the core guarantees of free land and exemptions inher- 
ent in the Immigration Law, the Commission provided certain subsidies. In 
the first years since their arrival, many muhajirs received a cash allowance of 
15 kurus per adult and 7.5 kurus per child a month, or its equivalent in wheat, 
considered essential for their survival.) When muhajirs were permanently 
settled on the land, local authorities pledged a one-time gift of draft cattle, 
ideally, a pair of oxen per household, as well as crop seeds and farming tools. 
The funding for the subsidies came out of the Commission’s budget and 
provincial treasuries and was highly irregular. The Commission had always 


struggled to deliver sufficient aid to refugees. 
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OTTOMAN REFUGEE REGIME 

Successive rounds of Muslim emigration from Russia prompted the forma- 
tion of the Ottoman refugee regime, which had operated from 1860 until the 
end of the empire. This regime guaranteed protections for Muslim refugees 
entering the Ottoman domains, notably admission, resettlement, and Otto- 
man subjecthood. The Immigration Law of 1857 and the Land Code of 1858 
formed its legislative basis. The Refugee Commission, in its several iterations, 
was the chief actor in the refugee regime, but the regime encompassed the 
work of the Ottoman ministries of interior, finance, trade and agriculture, 
public education, public works, forestry, and charitable endowments, as well 
as regional resettlement committees. The regime was one of expectations: it 
created expectations by Ottoman officials of what refugee resettlement should 
entail and how it would be supported by Istanbul, as well as expectations of 
refuge and aid by Muslims living on the frontiers of the Ottoman world. 

The legal notion of a refugee as a person fleeing wartime violence and 
deserving of political protections abroad dates to the aftermath of World War 
I. In 1921, the League of Nations appointed Fridtjof Nansen, a Norwegian 
polar explorer and humanitarian, as the first high commissioner for refugees. 
He was charged with resolving the status of Russian and Armenian refu- 
gees who were left stateless after the collapse of the Russian and Ottoman 
empires.” The Nansen International Office for Refugees (1930-39), based in 
Geneva, continued providing relief for refugees, primarily from Europe.” 
Its responsibilities were inherited by the United Nations Relief and Reha- 
bilitation Administration (1943-47), the International Refugee Organization 
(1946-52), and the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (1950-). 
In 1951, the United Nations adopted the Refugee Convention, which outlines 
basic protections for refugees, as guaranteed by the Convention’s signato- 
ries.“ Since the onset of the contemporary refugee regime, the notion of a 
refugee, as commonly understood in the west, has been tied to one’s belong- 
ing to a nation-state.” 

In contrast, the Ottoman refugee regime was based around the concept 
of muhajir. Hijra, or Muslim emigration, was both its rationale and justifi- 
cation. The idea that religious persecution drove millions of Ottoman and 
foreign Muslims into Anatolia and Syria, and that the Ottoman state was 


required to protect Muslims, was the ideological core of the Ottoman refu- 
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gee regime. The Ottomans generally embraced the responsibility to protect 
and to offer permanent refuge to those who asked for it. The government ac- 
cepted virtually all Muslim refugees who had entered the Ottoman domains. 
Similar to the contemporary refugee regime, the Ottoman one emerged in 
response to devastating wars and insufficient infrastructure to handle mass 
resettlement of refugees. 

The Ottoman refugee regime was a product of rapid shrinkage of the 
Ottoman world, which was accompanied by mass refugee migrations. In the 
Ottoman house of cards, Greece was the first territory to secede and gain sov- 
ereignty. Shortly after Greece won its war of independence between 1821 and 
1829, France occupied Algeria in 1830. The Ottomans then lost control over 
Egypt, Serbia, and the Danubian Principalities. The Russo-Ottoman War of 
1877-78 marked the most devastating territorial loss in Ottoman history. The 
Ottoman government was forced to recognize the independence of Serbia, 
Montenegro, and Romania and the autonomy of Bulgaria. After the war, the 
European Powers openly scrambled for Ottoman territories. The Ottoman 
Empire lost Cyprus to Britain in 1878, Tunisia to France in 1881, Egypt to 
Britain in 1882, Bosnia and Herzegovina to Austria-Hungary in 1908 (de facto 
in 1878), Eastern Rumelia to Bulgaria in 1908 (de facto in 1885), Libya to Italy 
in 1911, the Dodecanese islands to Italy in 1912, and Crete to Greece in 1913 
(de facto in 1908). The Balkan Wars of 1912-13 ended in the Ottoman loss of 
Albania, Kosovo, and Macedonia, with eastern Thrace holding out as the last 
Ottoman territory to the west of the Bosphorus. Within less than a century, 
the Ottoman Empire had lost all of its territories in Africa and nearly all of 
its territories in Europe. 

Military defeats forced many Muslim communities to seek safety in the 
remaining Ottoman territories. Up to 400,000 Crimean Tatars left the Rus- 
sian Empire after 1783, and approximately a million North Caucasians fol- 
lowed suit after 1858.°° The war of 1877-78 displaced about 515,000 Muslims 
from Bulgaria and 60,000 Muslims from Russian-occupied Kars, Ardahan, 
and Batum in eastern Anatolia.” The imposition of foreign rule sparked pro- 
longed Muslim emigration, similar to what happened in Russia’s North Cau- 
casus. Another half a million Muslims arrived in the Ottoman Empire by the 
end of the century, including 239,335 Muslims from Bulgaria in 1880-1900.” 


Some 45,000 more Muslims left Bulgaria in 1900-1912.” At least 42,000 
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Muslims left Thessaly, and at least 45,000 Muslims departed from Crete in 
1881-1911.°” Up to 150,000 Bosnian Muslims fled Habsburg occupation to the 
Ottoman Empire in 1878-1918. During the wars of 1912-13, about 440,000 
Ottoman Muslims fled Macedonia and western Thrace.” Overall, between 
the end of the Crimean War of 1853-56 and the outbreak of World War I, at 
least 2.5 million Muslims, most of whom were Ottoman and Russian sub- 
jects, fled to Ottoman Anatolia and Syria.*° 

In a reverse process, the Ottoman Empire was losing its Christian sub- 
jects to emigration. In the first half of the nineteenth century, up to 200,000 
Bulgarians left for the Danubian Principalities and Russia’s Bessarabia and 
Crimea. Between 1828 and 1896, up to half a million Armenians moved to 
Russia’s Caucasus, and so did tens of thousands of Greeks and Assyrians.™ 
Between 1875 and 1878, over 250,000 Orthodox Christians fled Ottoman 
Bosnia for the Habsburg Empire.*” Meanwhile, Armenians and Levantine 
Christians had been moving to the Americas. Between 1885 and 1915, at least 
65,000 Armenians departed for the United States and several thousand for 
Canada.*° Between 1880 and 1914, about half a million Lebanese and Syrians, 
mostly Christians, made home in the mahjar, or diasporic lands. The largest 
destinations for Levantine emigrants were Brazil, Argentina, and the United 
States.*” 

In the age of consecutive territorial losses, the resettlement of Muslim ref- 
ugees became critical to the Ottoman image and legitimacy. The Ottoman 
Empire remained the strongest sovereign Muslim state and the last globally 
recognized caliphate. Since the sixteenth century, the reigning Ottoman 
sultan held the title of caliph, a successor to the Prophet Muhammad and 
the leader of the Muslim community. The sultan’s claim of the caliphal title 
was substantiated by the Ottoman dynasty’s control of the holiest sites in 
both Sunni and Shi‘i Islam—Mecca, Medina, Jerusalem, Damascus, Kar- 
bala, and Najaf—and organization of the annual hajj. Yet Ottoman rulers had 
not actively promoted themselves as caliphs outside Ottoman borders after 
the seventeenth century.** Only after the disastrous war of 1877—78 did Sultan 
Abdiilhamid II revive the rhetoric of the caliphate and proclaim himself a 
protector of all, not just Ottoman, Muslims. The Ottomans found that, in 
the age of European imperialism, the idea of a global caliphate was in popular 


demand throughout the Muslim world, from French-occupied West Africa to 
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the Dutch colonies in Southeast Asia, and especially among Russia’s Muslim 
subjects in the Caucasus and Central Asia and Britain’s Muslim subjects in 
India.” Remarkably, the Ottoman Empire, at its weakest point regionally, 
enjoyed the strongest display of its soft cultural power globally and, in short 
time, became a power held in the highest esteem in many parts of the Muslim 
world.*° The idea of the caliphate was also important internally as a way to 
raise the morale of the Ottoman Muslim public after a string of defeats. This is 
where hijra and caliphate reinforced each other. As caliphs, Ottoman sultans 
could not refuse to accept Muslim refugees without damage to the legitimacy 
of the caliphate. The caliphate’s reputation came to rest on the resettlement of 
Muslims who fled the displacement and dispossession by European empires. 
‘The generosity toward Muslim refugees became a way to shore up the Otto- 
mans internal and external image as benevolent protectors of Islam. 

The Ottoman Refugee Commission evolved from an ad hoc agency, es- 
tablished in 1860, to a permanent directorate by World War I. Shortly after 
the first Circassian refugee crisis, in 1863-65, the Ottoman government dis- 
solved the Refugee Commission (Muhacirin Komisyonu, 1860-65), assum- 
ing that Muslim emigration from Russia would cease. Eight months later, the 
government reinstated the agency as the Refugee Administration (Muhacirin 
Idaresi, 1866—75), because tens of thousands of Chechen and Abkhazian refu- 
gees needed to be settled. Following the outbreak of the Russo-Ottoman War 
of 1877-78, the agency was reestablished as the General Refugee Commission 
(Umum Muhacirin Komisyonu, 1877-78) and then the Refugee Commission 
General Administration (Idare-i Umumiye-i Muhacirin Komisyonu, 1878— 
94). The agency was reorganized after the Ottoman-Greek War of 1897 as the 
High Refugee Commission (Muhacirin Komisyon-1 Alisi, 1897—98) and then 
the Commission for Muslim Refugees (Muhacirin-i IsLamiye Komisyonu, 
1899-1908). Following the Young Turk Revolution of 1908, the new govern- 
ment abolished the agency, with its functions transferred to the Ministry of 
the Interior. During the First Balkan War of 1912-13, the government rein- 
stated it and expanded its mandate as the Directorate for the Settlement of 
Tribes and Refugees (Iskan-1 Asair ve Muhacirin Miidiiriyeti, 1913-16) and 
then the General Directorate for Tribes and Refugees (Asair ve Muhacirin 


Miidiiriyet-i Umumiyesi, 1916-22).* In addition to the general commission, 
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the Ottoman government authorized several ad hoc agencies to resettle refu- 
gees of the Italo-Ottoman War of 1911-12 and the Ottoman-Bulgarian pop- 
ulation exchange in 1913. 

The Refugee Commission generated an elaborate bureaucracy that en- 
trenched the refugee regime. The Commission was based in Istanbul and 
established branches in port cities, such as Trabzon and Samsun, and centers 
of refugee-heavy provinces, such as Sivas.“ It built on the Immigration Law 
of 1857 to issue directives customized for different provinces and in response 
to evolving logistical challenges and budget constraints. The Commission’s 
budget was always small, accounting for a fraction of resettlement-related 
costs, with most expenses coming out of the budgets of imperial ministries, 
provincial administrations, and local municipalities. The Commission rou- 
tinely sent out inspectors throughout the empire to count and register ref 
ugees and to coordinate resettlement efforts. Refugee resettlement, as an 
administrative process, expanded through all levels of Ottoman bureaucracy 
and required input from thousands of Ottoman officials: provincial, subpro- 
vincial, and district governors, treasurers, public housing administrators, and 
port authorities. In 1888, the government required every Ottoman province 
to have its own refugee resettlement committee, with subcommittees on 
subprovincial and district levels. Elected councillors and even members of 
the public served on those many committees.** The logistics of resettlement 
trickled down from the imperial capital to the smallest districts, making ref- 
ugee migration a local issue for everyone; when the Refugee Commission in 
Istanbul discussed the arrival of another thousand refugees, local committees 
in Pristina and Kars worked on settling individual families. 

The chief duty of the Refugee Commission was to move refugees from 
Ottoman cities and resettle them in the countryside. To accomplish that, 
the authorities needed to locate sufficient agricultural land for settlement. 
Provincial governors created land committees, which collected detailed in- 
formation about arable land that could be reassigned to muhajirs or land that 
could be reclaimed from nature. In the process, the authorities were survey- 
ing and demarcating territory, establishing a record of land purchase and 
usage, and verifying who had been paying taxes on the land. The resettlement 


of thousands of muhajirs produced new knowledge about the land and people 
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who lived on it. Through refugee resettlement, the officials in Istanbul were 
learning about their own empire. 

The Ottoman refugee regime created expectations among Muslim popu- 
lations throughout Eastern Europe, Western Asia, and North Africa that they 
could find refuge and be welcomed in the Ottoman Empire. Who else would 
protect Muslims who had lost their homeland to, and had been brutalized by, 
Christian armies if not the Muslim sultan? For example, many Muslims in 
the Caucasus knew that thousands of their kinsfolk made a life for themselves 
in the Ottoman domains and that the government gave them free land, and 
they anticipated similar treatment.” The Russo-Ottoman border in the South 
Caucasus was notoriously porous, and, throughout the late imperial period, 
pilgrims, merchants, and smugglers were traversing the two realms carrying 
news back and forth. Muhajirs, especially those whose families remained in 
Kabarda, Chechnya, and Dagestan, sent letters describing their lives in the 
Ottoman Empire and urging their loved ones to emigrate.** 

Refugees actively communicated with the Refugee Commission by send- 
ing petitions. Petitioning the sultan was a time-honored Ottoman tradition, 
and, over the centuries, complaints (sikayet) and petitions (arzuhal) evolved 
into a distinct genre of Ottoman writing.” Muhajirs eagerly embraced the 
art of petitioning. Refugees wrote to district and provincial officials, espe- 
cially on matters related to their financial aid and land allotments, and to the 
Refugee Commission, the grand vizier, and the sultan himself when they be- 
lieved that local officials were unresponsive to their requests. Muhajirs often 
hired professional petitioners to compose the text of the petition in Ottoman 
Turkish. At an early stage of resettlement, the North Caucasian ‘ulama, as 
the most educated members of refugee communities, would write petitions 
in Arabic. Petitions could be individual or communal. Communal petitions, 
signed by male heads of households, supposedly amplified the importance 
of muhajirs’ requests in the eyes of the authorities. For example, the petition 
from Circassians in Pasinler that opened this chapter claimed to represent 
700 households, or several thousand refugees. The telegraph, which became 
common by the early twentieth century, further proliferated the volume of 
petitions, as refugees could communicate their requests with greater speed. 
The culture of petitioning reinforced the refugee regime, particularly refu- 


gee expectations of their orderly settlement and aid, which often remained 
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insufficient. The regime allowed space for interaction and negotiation, giving 
muhajirs hope that they could better their lot and that the authorities were 
listening to them. 

The refugee regime both nourished and was nourished by the culture of 
charity. If there was something that we could call Ottoman humanitarianism, 
it was most explicit in the Ottoman society’s provision of aid to Muslim mu- 
hajirs.°° From the onset of Circassian displacement, the governments of Sultan 
Abdiilmecid I (r. 1839—61) and Sultan Abdiilaziz (r. 1861-76) cultivated broad 
public support for refugee resettlement. In 1860, the government instructed 
provincial, subprovincial, and district governors to circulate a call for charity 
toward Circassian and Nogai Tatar muhajirs throughout the empire.’' The 
royal family led by example, donating 800,000 kurus for resettlement, and the 
sultan’s court collected 100,000 kurus.” In 1864, Hosyar Kadin, the Circassian 
mother of Ismail Pasha of Egypt, donated 300,000 kurus to Circassian refugee 
relief; one of the khedive’s wives, 150,000 kurus; the Ottoman grand mufti, 
25,000 kurus; and several ‘ulama, 15,000 kurus.”’ The massive fundraising op- 
eration in the Ottoman Empire, in which the old Ottoman-Circassian elites 
were actively involved, also spurred a fundraising campaign in London, with 
the establishment of the Circassian Aid Committee in 1864. The organization 
held among its members former British diplomats in the Ottoman Empire and 
Russia. It distributed collected funds among Circassian refugees in Istanbul. 

The government of Sultan Abdiilhamid II (r. 1876-1909) promoted charity 
for Muslim refugees as both a religious obligation of good Muslims and a patri- 
otic duty of good Ottoman subjects.” The Ottoman elites donated money for the 
resettlement of muhajirs to fulfill their charitable responsibility and to demon- 
strate their commitment to the imperial cause. Ordinary Ottoman subjects, 
Muslims and non-Muslims, also donated money, provisions, and their labor for 
the resettlement of North Caucasian refugees. Some aid was certainly coerced 
by provincial officials, but much was genuine charity. In 1897, the government 
instituted a new stamp for official correspondence and a lottery, the proceeds 
from which went to refugee aid. These fundraising initiatives were meant to 
instill in the general public the sense of collective duty toward refugees.”° 

During the Russo-Ottoman War of 1877-78, several semi- and nongoy- 
ernmental organizations provided refugee relief. The Refugee Charity Com- 


mission (Muhacirin lane Komisyonu), founded in 1877 as part of Istanbul’s 
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municipal administration, fundraised for refugee relief. The Refugee Aid So- 
ciety (Muhacirine Muavenet Cemiyeti) was established in 1878 by members 
of the first Ottoman parliament and then gradually merged into the Refugee 
Commission. It sent aid workers to help refugees at Istanbul’s Sirkeci pier. In 
1878, foreign diplomats established the International Committee for Refugee 
Assistance, which was chaired by an Austro-Hungarian consul and included 
twelve European consuls and foreign reporters, merchants, and bankers 
who resided in the Ottoman Empire.” Finally, the Ottoman Red Crescent, 
founded in 1868, contributed significant humanitarian relief. During the wars 
of 1912-13, the Red Crescent set up soup kitchens and hospitals for refugees 
and carried out mass vaccination campaigns against chickenpox.” 

The Ottoman refugee regime came with a new form of legal identifica- 
tion. Previously, the Ottomans categorized their subjects by faith, residence, 
or tribal affiliation. Muhajir became a new administrative category that ap- 
plied to all refugees who had registered with the Commission.” The govern- 
ment typically specified their regional origin, for example Kars muhajirs or 
Cretan muhajirs, or their ethnicity, for example Circassian muhajirs or Laz 
muhajirs. The government often determined the type of settlement based on 
muhajirs’ cultural background, skills, and characteristics ascribed to them. 
The authorities used muhajir as a separate administrative category partly to 
denote the newcomers’ exemptions and subsidies. For example, population 
registers compiled for taxation purposes could list residents in four columns: 
Muslims, Christians, Jews, and muhajirs. The term muhajir even led to a 
counter-term: the “old communities” (ahali-i kadime), which the authorities 
applied to native populations in provinces with many refugees. The status of 
muhajir outgrew its utilitarian purpose and lasted beyond the expiration of 
one’s exemptions. The authorities had referred to some communities as mu- 
hajirs for decades. Likewise, Muslim refugees readily used this term imbued 
with a powerful religious and historical legacy. Muhajir became a social iden- 
tity in its own right, especially in places where refugees formed a community 
conspicuously distinct from host populations. Throughout the Ottoman and 
post-Ottoman world, second- and third-generation North Caucasian, Bos- 
nian, Bulgarian, and Cretan Muslims proudly called themselves muhajirs. 

The Ottoman refugee regime coexisted with the immigration system. The 


immigration of non-Muslims proceeded throughout the late Ottoman era, 
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although in small numbers. For example, groups of Austrian and German 
immigrants arrived in the 1860s and 1870s." At the time, muhacir was the 
main term in Ottoman Turkish to describe a migrant, but Ottoman author- 
ities used it to refer primarily to Muslim refugees. The standard Ottoman 
practice in describing non-Muslim immigrants was to refer to their national 
origin or faith. The Ottomans governed their Christian and Jewish com- 
munities through the millet system, a patchwork of political and cultural 
autonomies for non-Muslim subjects, which was fully institutionalized only 
in the nineteenth century. Correspondingly, Ottoman officials categorized 
non-Muslim immigrants according to their faith and the millet that they 
would join in the empire. 

The core Ottoman legislation on immigration, dating back to the late 
1850s, did not distinguish between non-Muslim immigrants and Muslim 
refugees, which is why Ottoman migration policies have traditionally been 
studied as one, if highly fragmented, system.°* The distinctions emerged as 
the refugee regime evolved. The immigration of non-Muslims, and the award 
of free land to them, depended on prior negotiations of the terms of their 
settlement with the Ottoman government. For example, in 1864, the Otto- 
man government declined the immigration of Swiss farmers because it was 
overwhelmed by the first Circassian refugee crisis. Those non-Muslims who 
arrived without prior authorization from the Ottoman government could not 
benefit from the Ottoman Immigration Law of 1857. Non-Muslim immi- 
grants also relied on their own organizations for assistance. A notable exam- 
ple is the private Jewish Colonization Association, founded in 1891, which 
helped Jewish immigrants to establish agricultural settlements in Ottoman 
Palestine and Anatolia. Headquartered in London, it set up an office in Istan- 
bul in 1910 to aid Jewish immigration from Russia.“ In contrast, the arrival 
of Muslim refugees was more haphazard and unplanned, but they were all 
but guaranteed admission and were settled by the Ottoman Refugee Com- 
mission, which provided additional refugee-only subsidies. 

Muhajirs had a straightforward path to naturalization as Ottoman sub- 
jects. According to the Law of Ottoman Nationality (Tabiiyet-i Osmaniye 
Kanunnamesi) of 1869, foreign subjects could obtain Ottoman nationality 
after having lived in the Ottoman domains for five consecutive years (Article 


3).°” The notions of nationality and citizenship had not been fully elaborated 
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and extricated from subjecthood in the Ottoman Empire or, for that matter, 
in Russia.°* For the purposes of naturalization and border crossing, they were 
the same. To naturalize refugees, the Ottoman government applied the Im- 
migration Law of 1857, which specified that muhajirs must take an oath of 
allegiance to the sultan before receiving any benefits from the state (Article 
1). Refugees needed help from the state soon after their arrival; hence, they 
were effectively treated as Ottoman subjects the moment they registered with 
the Refugee Commission and received their first benefits. Furthermore, the 
Ottoman government wished to prevent muhajirs from ever claiming Rus- 
sian subjecthood to avoid Russia’s interference in its resettlement affairs and 
to forestall return migration. Neither the Ottomans nor the Russians allowed 
dual subjecthood. In the 1860s, most muhajirs arrived without any Russian 
documents, and the Ottoman government assumed them to not have been 
Russian subjects or to be denaturalized ones. Those who arrived with limited- 
term Russian passports usually had their passports confiscated by the Refugee 
Commission before resettlement and admission into Ottoman subjecthood.” 
By the early twentieth century, the Ottoman government routinely insisted 
that Muslims obtain Ottoman visas prior to their departure from Russia.” In 
practice, Muslims from Russia continued to be accepted and registered by the 


Refugee Commission, regardless of their documentation.”! 


GEOGRAPHY OF RESETTLEMENT 

The Ottoman government opened up much of the empire to refugee reset- 
tlement. North Caucasian muhajirs moved into every province in Anatolia, 
the Balkans, the Levant, and Iraq. The geographic exceptions to their reset- 
tlement were few. The Ottomans did not send muhajirs to Yemen, Tunisia, or 
Libya, likely because of the high transportation costs and the environmental 
conditions that the mountaineers were unlikely to survive.’”” The Porte settled 
relatively few North Caucasians in Lebanon and Palestine, which were gov- 
erned under the special administrative status of mutasarrifate, respectively 
of Mount Lebanon (after 1861) and Jerusalem (after 1872), to avoid European 
diplomats protesting the burden of Muslim refugees on local Christian pop- 
ulations.’? Ottoman authorities generally avoided sending North Caucasians 


to eastern Anatolia, as Russia insisted on not settling muhajirs close to its 


borders.” 
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Map 3. North Caucasian villages in Anatolia, the Levant, and Iraq. 


Map 3 illustrates the geography of North Caucasian refugee resettlement 
in Ottoman Anatolia, the Levant, and Iraq. Every dot represents a village 
founded by muhajirs between the late 1850s and 1914. This map is based on 
my archival research and also builds on the painstaking work of North Cau- 
casian scholars and activists who generously shared with me their lists of 
villages or made their data publicly available.” The map shows over 1,100 
villages, including at least 706 Circassian (western and eastern), 199 Abkha- 
zian and Abazin, 98 Dagestani, 54 Chechen and Ingush, 43 Ossetian, and 24 
Karachay and Balkar villages. About a hundred of those villages are ethni- 
cally mixed, shared by several North Caucasian communities; over the years, 
many became home to Turkish, Arab, and Kurdish residents too. These are 
villages that survived into the twentieth century. Many others failed or were 
abandoned in the late Ottoman era. For example, before 1878, North Cau- 
casians lived in several hundred villages in the Balkans, spread north from 


Salonica to Macedonia, Kosovo, and southern Serbia and then east across 
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Bulgaria. In the last fifty years of Ottoman rule, in addition to these North 
Caucasian villages, hundreds of new villages of Crimean, Bosnian, Cretan, 
and Bulgarian Muslims sprang up along river valleys, on mountain plateaus, 
and in the ruins of abandoned desert cities. They turned the Ottoman do- 
mains into an empire of refugees. 

The ethnic geography of North Caucasian resettlement reflects when and 
how refugees had arrived in the Ottoman Empire. By and large, new groups 
of refugees requested to be settled near their co-ethnic communities. Western 
Circassians, especially well represented by Shapsugh, Abzakh, and Natukhai 
communities, came by sea and were resettled throughout the northern Bal- 
kans and northern and western Anatolia. Kabardians, who had lived deeper 
in the Caucasus Mountains, arrived overland and settled primarily in cen- 
tral Anatolia and the Syrian interior. Abkhazians and Abazins founded their 
own closely knit villages in western and central Anatolia. Dagestanis, most of 
whom arrived in the final decades of the empire, also settled in western and 
central Anatolia. Ossetians moved to the province of Sivas in central Anatolia 
and set up clusters of villages around Sarikamis and near Lake Van in the em- 
pire’s east. Chechens settled in central Anatolia, Kurdistan, and Transjordan. 
Turkic-speaking Karachays and Balkars established villages in western and 
central Anatolia. 

The original intention of the Ottoman government was to build model 
settlements for muhajirs. The authorities approved the first model village in 
Mecidiye (now Medgidia, Romania) for Crimean Tatars in 1856 and planned 
to construct more across the empire.” These preplanned villages and towns 
would have wide streets, tidy houses, schools, and mosques in each neigh- 
borhood. The model settlements, like the empire’s newest populations, were 
meant to represent a new, modern Ottoman state.” The idea of model settle- 
ments was in vogue at the time. Muhammad ‘Ali’s dynasty was busy building 
model villages for Egyptian peasants.”* In the Ottoman case, model settle- 
ments came out of the same assumption that undergirded the Immigration 
Law of 1857, namely that immigration would be voluntary and orderly. The 
high numbers of refugees and a lack of funding led the Ottomans to abandon 
the idea of model settlements in the 1860s. Very few North Caucasian muha- 
jirs moved into villages that had been designed or built in advance for them.” 


The Ottoman government developed three models of resettlement for 
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Muslim refugees. These models differed in how much freedom refugees 
enjoyed in selecting their settlement locations. The first model was direct 
settlement by the Refugee Commission, in coordination with provincial 
and district officials, and allowed little input from refugees as to where they 
wanted to go. The Ottomans followed this heavy-handed approach during 
the first Circassian refugee crisis, in 1863—65, to deal with a massive number 
of refugees whom the government needed to resettle expeditiously. Most 
refugees who ended up in the Balkans had been settled under this model, 
as described in chapter 3. Some muhajirs were directed to empty areas to 
establish new villages, but most moved into the already existing Muslim or 
Christian villages.*” The second model was semidirect settlement, wherein 
the government identified regions with sufficient agricultural land, and ref 
ugees had some freedom to choose locations for their villages. This model 
was implemented, for example, across the Levant after the second Circassian 
refugee crisis, in 1878-80, as elaborated in chapter 4. Under this model, mu- 
hajirs typically established clusters of monoethnic villages next to each other; 
mixed settlements, especially with non-Muslims, were rare. The third model 
was the most flexible one and involved a negotiation between refugees and 
the government. This model was characteristic of migrations before 1860 and 
after 1880, when the state could accommodate requests of smaller groups of 
incoming refugees. This model of resettlement also appealed to upper-status 
muhajirs, who had the means to wait and the confidence to make demands 
from the state about their future. The Khutat family, as revealed in chapter 
5, negotiated with the authorities and relocated several times in search of an 


ideal settlement. 


OTTOMAN RESETTLEMENT STRATEGY 

The geography of Muslim resettlement was not random because the refu- 
gee regime served the needs of the Ottoman government. Between the late 
1850s and World War I, the Ottoman government pursued several long-term 
objectives, which occasionally overlapped. The government was not the sole 
or uniform agent in the resettlement process. The Refugee Commission, its 
regional branches, provincial and district governors, and muhajir leadership 
all haggled over places of settlement. 


In the late 1850s to the mid-1860s, the Ottoman government did not have 
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a “master plan” as to where to resettle muhajirs. The government was scram- 
bling to respond to daily arrivals of thousands of Crimeans and Circassians 
and an escalating humanitarian disaster in the Black Sea ports. The guiding 
principles of resettlement were an availability of land and expediency, namely 
how quickly and how cheaply the refugees could be moved from the coast 
to interior districts. This is why the majority of Circassian refugees who had 
arrived in boats by 1864 settled in coastal areas (between Ordu and Sinop, 
Sulina and Burgas, and Istanbul and Canakkale) and adjacent interior areas 
(the provinces of Trabzon, Sivas, Kastamonu, Hiidavendigar, and Aydin in 
Anatolia and the provinces of Salonica, Edirne, and Danube in the Balkans). 
Most of those areas were predominantly Muslim, while the southern districts 
of Danube Province had a Bulgarian majority and the provinces of Edirne, 
Salonica, and Aydin had large Greek and Bulgarian populations. 

The Ottoman government’ primary resettlement objective was eco- 
nomic. The tsar’s rebels were meant to become the sultan’s peasants and boost 
the empire’s agriculture. This general and relatively vague agenda underlaid 
refugee resettlement throughout the late Ottoman period.*' The government 
invested an enormous amount of money into resettlement. Between 1856 and 
1862, expenses for resettling Crimean and Nogai Tatar and Circassian ref- 
ugees may have reached 700 million kurus, including at least 200 million 
kurus for shipping expenses, which roughly correlates to the Ottoman budget 
deficit at the time.** These massive expenses predated the peak of Circas- 
sian migration in 1863-64. The Ottoman government borrowed money for 
refugee-related expenditure at a time of severe fiscal crises, expecting muha- 
jirs to be a long-term investment. Muhajirs would cultivate wheat, barley, and 
corn, and, with time, export their agricultural surplus, start growing cash 
crops, and pay taxes to the state. 

The economic objective is accentuated by the rural nature of resettlement. 
The government discouraged North Caucasians from moving into Ottoman 
cities. To qualify for subsidies, one needed to register with the Commission, 
which then settled muhajirs almost exclusively in the countryside, legally 
tying them to their new land. According to the Ottoman Immigration Law 
of 1857, muhajirs could sell their land plots or, to be precise, the usufruct 
on the state-owned land only after having tilled the land for twenty years 


(Article 8). The requirement was lowered to ten years in 1887.*° Leaving the 
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land before the prescribed term resulted in the government’s appropriation of 
the land, along with all buildings on it, and the cessation of all subsidies and 
exemptions (Article 9). Some upper-status North Caucasians with indepen- 
dent wealth moved to Ottoman cities, forfeiting all exemptions and subsidies 
guaranteed through the Ottoman refugee regime. The government also re- 
quired muhajirs, as other Ottoman subjects, to apply for miirur tezkeresi, or 
documents of passage, to leave their district and travel within the empire.™ 
The predominantly rural and agricultural resettlement, with limitations on 
mobility, was a distinctive feature of the Ottoman refugee regime. 

Under the dual framework of the Immigration Law of 1857 and the Land 
Code of 1858, the government committed to giving muhajirs empty lands 
(arazi-i haliye) for free. This land typically included arable land in the miri 
category, but it was rarely fertile land and was meant to be improved through 
muhajir labor. Muhajirs sometimes received land in the mevat category, which 
denoted “dead,” agriculturally unusable land. The government would assign 
muhajirs mevat plots precisely so that muhajirs would drain the swamps or 
irrigate arid lands, thus reclaiming new arable land for the empire and boost- 
ing regional economies.* The main value of muhajirs in this resettlement 
objective was their physical labor. 

This ambitious project of reinvigorating Ottoman economy through refu- 
gee resettlement did not work as well as the government had hoped it would. 
Many mountaineers never worked in agriculture, and those who did were 
used to growing specific crops at a higher elevation. Turning almost every- 
one into farmers and expecting them to succeed in their new environments, 
including wetlands and semideserts, was always a tall order. Furthermore, 
the chronic underfunding of the Refugee Commission and the mismanage- 
ment of existing funds did not allow many refugee villages to reach their full 
economic potential. In 1866, six-year tax exemptions in the Balkans were 
reduced to three-year ones.*® In 1875, the Ottoman government declared a 
default on its massive debt and subsequently diminished contingent subsidies 
in financial aid. By 1878, muhajirs arriving in Anatolia received exemptions 
from military service for twenty-five years and from taxation for ten years. In 
1889, the exemptions were reduced to, respectively, six and two years.*” By the 
end of the Ottoman era, few North Caucasian villages produced cash crops, 


generated a surplus of cereals for export, or paid their tax obligations in full. 


78 CHAPTER TWO 


The Ottoman government’s second resettlement objective was to bring 
nomadic territories under state control. Starting in the 1860s, the government 
had settled North Caucasians near nomads’ lands and along traditional no- 
madic routes. For the Ottomans, the lands inhabited by Turkic and Kurdish 
nomads, Arab bedouin, and the Druze were part of their internal frontier, 
which they could not quite control.** The settlement of muhajirs necessitated 
surveying the land, building roads, and bringing state officials and tax collec- 
tors there. The muhajirs were expected to keep nomadic populations in check 
and improve security in these outlying regions, which would in turn attract 
new immigrants and bring more lands under cultivation.” The Ottoman au- 
thorities readily used refugees as settlers to extend Ottoman sovereignty in 
the empire’s remote provinces.” Confronted with massive territorial losses, 
the Ottoman government was increasingly concerned about territoriality and 
sought a greater control over the empire’s land, resources, and people.”' By 
standing their ground against nomads, refugees helped to solidify the gov- 
ernment’s hold over Ottoman territories. The chief value of muhajirs in this 
resettlement strategy was their fighting capability. The government occasion- 
ally placed North Caucasians to guard the external frontiers, too, to deter 
foreign military incursions, for example, along Ottoman borders with Serbia 
and Russian-held Bessarabia.” In the empire’s final decades, the Ottoman 
government may have thought of North Caucasians in the Levant as their 
line of defense against potential Arab uprisings, or at least this is how Russian 
and British diplomats understood the Ottoman resettlement strategy.” 

The settlement of muhajirs on nomadic territories was also part of the 
Ottoman “civilizing mission.” Refugee farmers were supposed to transform 
not only nomads’ lands but also nomads’ behavior. As European governments 
were disparaging the Ottoman Empire for being backward and uncivilized, 
urban Ottoman administrators adopted the same patronizing rhetoric toward 
its nonsettled and semi-settled populations.’ “Civilizing” nomadic popula- 
tions meant sedentarizing and taxing them. The resettlement of Muslim ref 
ugees accelerated that process. For example, in Transjordan the risk of losing 
their land to muhajirs prompted the bedouin to formally register their land 
with state land registry offices, till the land, and pay tax on it. 

The resettlement strategy that pitted Muslim refugees against nomads 


can be traced on the map of refugee villages (map 3). By the 1880s, the “mu- 


OTTOMAN REFUGEE REGIME 79 


hajir belt” had stretched through the Ottoman provinces of Trabzon, Sivas, 
Adana, Aleppo, and Damascus. It included several hundred villages, which 
ran in the north-south line from Samsun on the Black Sea coast, through 
Amasya and Tokat, to the Uzunyayla plateau, down to the Mediterranean 
coast near Adana, then east toward Aleppo, and down through Hama and 
Homs toward the Golan Heights and Amman.” In many areas, the land- 
tilling, armed muhajirs formed a physical buffer between the settled popula- 
tions and nomads. In the Levant, the muhajir belt had a clear environmental 
dimension, too: muhajirs settled near precious wells on the western edge of 
the Syrian desert. Their lands separated the fertile lands of Levantine peasants 
to the west from the arid desert of bedouin to the east. 

The idea of moving populations to specific locations for the benefit of 
the state was not new in Ottoman history. Muslim refugee resettlement in 
the nineteenth century built on older Ottoman practices. One of them was 
stirgtin, or forced relocation of sedentary and nomadic communities, which 
the Ottoman government used to colonize parts of the Balkans and Anatolia 
in the early Ottoman centuries. Those subjected to siirgiin were exempted 
from taxes for two years.” When the Ottomans took Constantinople in 1453, 
they had repopulated it with Christian, Muslim, and Jewish communities 
through stirgtin”” The meaning of siirgiin has evolved since then. In modern 
Turkish, sdirgtin denotes “banishment” or “exile.” Many Circassians in Turkey 
refer to the expulsions of 1863-64 from the Caucasus as a stirgiin”*® Another 
Ottoman practice was derbend, or the settlement of nomadic communities 
along roads and mountain passes. For bringing security to those areas, the 
nomads would receive salaries and be exempt from taxation.” Likewise, 
nineteenth-century muhajirs were expected to protect the empire’s infra- 
structure, typically against the nomads. The arrival of refugees broadly co- 
incided with the construction of railways throughout the empire. Notably, 
the very first model refugee settlement of Mecidiye lay on the first completed 
Ottoman railway, connecting Késtence and Bogazkéy (Cernavoda, Roma- 
nia).°° As railways, paired with telegraph lines, stretched for hundreds of 
miles through sparsely populated territories, the government placed refugee 
villages along the railways so that muhajirs could protect them against no- 
madic raids and rural banditry. The Refugee Commission helped to set up 


muhajir villages along the Anatolian Railway, the empire’s busiest railway, 
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which connected Istanbul to Ankara in 1892 and to Konya in 1896. Along its 
route 30,000 muhajirs were settled, and some of them worked on construct- 
ing the railway. Likewise, the Hejaz Railway, which connected Damascus 
to Medina by 1908, went through several Circassian and Chechen villages. 
The North Caucasian gendarmerie, or zaptiye, were tasked with protecting 
the northern section of the railway.'” 

‘The defeat in the Russo-Ottoman War of 1877-78 changed how the Ot- 
toman government perceived the empire’s demographics. After the war, the 
Ottomans were compelled to sign two humiliating treaties with Russia, first 
the Treaty of San Stefano in March 1878 and, following its revision by the Eu- 
ropean Powers, the Treaty of Berlin in July 1878. The two treaties entrenched 
ethnoreligious demographics as a legitimizing principle of statehood and 
border delineation in the Balkans.'? Pained negotiations with the Europeans 
affirmed to the Ottomans the importance of counting people to stake out 
territorial claims. The Ottoman government was used to conducting popu- 
lation surveys for taxation purposes, but a demographic census now emerged 
as a powerful tool of foreign policy and military strategy.'°* The new Balkan 
nation-states, backed by the European empires, claimed territory based on 
the language and faith of people inhabiting those lands, and the Ottoman 
government started collecting various data on its frontier populations. 

The final Ottoman resettlement objective was sectarian. While glimpses 
of sectarian designs flashed in Ottoman Cilicia and Bulgaria even earlier, the 
sectarian rationale in resettlement became a comprehensive strategy during 
the Hamidian rule.’” The mass arrival of Muslim refugees from the Balkans 
allowed the Ottomans to put the lessons of 1878 into practice, altering de- 
mographic ratios in frontier regions. After 1878, the Ottoman government 
strategically settled many muhajirs in provinces with large non-Muslim pop- 
ulations. By changing demographic ratios in favor of Muslims, the Hamid- 
ian government sought to prevent territorial losses and counter any future 
claims by irredentist movements.’ In this resettlement strategy, the value 
of muhajirs was their Muslim identity, which the government regarded as a 
guarantee of their loyalty to the Ottoman state. Thus, the government settled 
muhajirs along the Dardanelles and on the eastern side of the Sea of Marmara 
to reduce the Greeks’ share of population on western Anatolia’s coastline.’ 


Likewise, many muhajirs were directed to villages around Istanbul in order 
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to guarantee a Muslim majority in the vicinity of the imperial capital, which 
itself became a Muslim-majority city only in the 1880s, or over four centuries 
after the Ottoman conquest in 1453.18 

While the Treaty of Berlin of 1878 impressed on the Ottomans the po- 
litical value of demography in frontier provinces, it placed constraints on 
where the Ottomans could settle incoming Muslim refugees for that very 
reason. The Ottoman government was forced to agree “not to employ ir- 
regular troops, such as Bashi-Bazouks and Circassians, in the garrisons at 
frontiers” of the newly created province of Eastern Rumelia (Article 15). The 
Porte was also urged to implement reforms “in the provinces inhabited by 
Armenians” and to guarantee their security “against the Circassians and 
the Kurds” (Article 61). This stipulation effectively cautioned the Ottoman 
government against directing new groups of North Caucasian muhajirs to 
the “six Armenian provinces” (Vilayat-1 Sitte) in the empire’s east. The treaty 
implied that Russia and other European Powers considered Muslims, and 
especially Muslim refugees, to be a threat to non-Muslims, an idea that lived 
on within and beyond Ottoman borders after 1878.’ Nevertheless, the Otto- 
man government quietly settled some North Caucasian muhajirs near Arme- 
nian communities to increase the share of Muslim population in those areas: 
for example, near Erzurum in 1894 and around Mus in 1902 and 1906." 

Between 1878 and 1908, the Ottoman government positioned the Otto- 
man Empire as a refuge for Muslims persecuted in neighboring countries. The 
Porte stressed that it was the sultan-caliph’s responsibility to protect fellow 
Muslims from injustice. For example, a palace report in 1884 proclaimed that 
Muslim muhajirs were “taking refuge under the protection of the exalted 
Caliph. In this way, the people of Islam are drawn under the royal wings.”" 
In 1887, the government criticized injustices that Muslims faced in neighbor- 
ing states and called on Muslims to move to the Ottoman Empire. It noted 
that it was the Ottoman state’s “sacred duty” to accept Muslims who faced 
oppression under foreign rule in the Balkans."” The rhetoric of the Hamidian 
government was different from the Tanzimat-era Immigration Law of 1857, 
which invited all and any immigrants regardless of their creed. Thirty years 
later, the government explicitly courted Muslims. 

The Ottoman government's policies toward Jewish immigration illustrate 


the gap between the refugee regime for Muslims and the immigration system 
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for non-Muslims. While foreign Muslims were welcome in the Ottoman 
state, the Hamidian regime tightened its policies for non-Muslims wishing 
to immigrate. By the 1880s, Zionist leaders attempted to negotiate with the 
Ottoman authorities the immigration of Jews fleeing pogroms in Russia. As 
early as 1881, the Ottoman government objected to mass Jewish immigra- 
tion in Palestine.'* In a series of decrees in 1884, 1887, and 1888, the Otto- 
man government reaffirmed its commitment to accept immigrants but ruled 
out compact settlement of the same community in one region.' In practice, 
those pronouncements referred to Palestine, as Russian Jews continued ar- 
riving in the empire.'” The Ottoman authorities likely sought to prevent the 
emergence of a new national question, akin to the Bulgarian or Armenian 
ones, and one that would likewise enjoy European support and invite foreign 
interference in governing the Levant."° The difference in treating Muslim 
and non-Muslim migrants came down to preserving Ottoman rule and the 
empire’s territorial integrity. The Ottoman government could use the arrival 
of Muslim refugees to reinforce imperial rule in multiple ways. In contrast, 
by the late nineteenth century, the mass immigration of non-Muslims was 
politically fraught and could jeopardize Ottoman sovereignty. 

The Ottoman Empire had never been more Muslim than in its final de- 
cades. Despite the empire’s loss of half of its territories in Europe, the Otto- 
man population increased by 40 percent, from 19.9 to 27.3 million, between 
1875 and 1895.'” The Muslim population grew faster than the Christian one, 
in part thanks to incoming Muslim refugees. The Muslim share of the em- 
pire’s population rose from 60 percent in the 1820s to 68 percent in the 1870s, 
to 76 percent in the 1890s, and to 81 percent in 1914."* This demographic 
change led to an ideological shift in how Ottoman officials thought about 
the empire’s population. The Ottoman subjects of Christian and Jewish faith 
were becoming “minorities,” whereas those of Muslim faith a “majority,” both 
of which were new ways to conceive of the empire’s subjects.” The empire’s 
Muslim population was now a central building block for the new Ottoman 
nation. Likewise, Anatolia was being reimagined as the Muslim homeland 
and cultural core of the Ottoman Empire.'”° 

Religion was a central category in the Ottoman refugee regime. The Ot- 
toman open-door policy for Muslim refugees was consistent over the years 


because of the Ottoman state’s self-vision as a refuge for Muslims. For North 
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Caucasians, their Muslim identity also helped them to integrate in Ottoman 
society. Ethnically and linguistically distinct from their host communities, 
North Caucasians relied on their faith to relate to and be accepted by other 
Ottoman Muslims. By the 1900s and rgtos, ethnicity became another way 
to categorize difference in the Ottoman Empire. Previously championed by 
Ottoman non-Muslims, it gained traction among the empire’s Muslim elites. 
Many Ottoman Muslim intellectuals now viewed the Turkish identity as a 
foundation for the national one. Most notably, the Committee of Union and 
Progress (CUP), a secret revolutionary organization that instigated the Young 
Turk Revolution of 1908, espoused commitments to both Islam and Turk- 
ism, or Turkish nationalism.'! The CUP—whose four founders were two 
Kurds, an Albanian, and a Circassian—aimed first and foremost to preserve 
the Ottoman state.'”” For many Ottoman revolutionaries, Turkism was an ef 
fective domestic propaganda tool. Similarly, Pan-Islamism and Pan-Turkism, 
or movements for the political unity of, respectively, Muslims and Turkic 
people, were propaganda tools of Ottoman foreign policy.'” 

The Ottoman refugee regime facilitated an increasing overlap between 
Islam and Turkishness. After 1878, most muhajirs were Turkish-speaking 
Muslims from the Balkans. North Caucasian muhajirs, understandably, 
would have been excluded from the notion of Turkishness, were it solely based 
on language. But the categories of Muslim, Turkish, and Ottoman were intri- 
cately intertwined throughout the last Ottoman decades. What mattered the 
most to Ottoman authorities was that North Caucasians were not implicated 
in others’ ethnoseparatist movements, which made their allegiance to the 
state all the more valuable. By the 1910s, many early Turkish nationalists were 
of Circassian and Abkhazian origin. 

Administrative categories of migration evolved in the late Ottoman era. 
By the late nineteenth century, Ottoman bureaucrats sometimes used the 
term muhacir for non-Muslims.’ Another migration term was miilteci, 
which the Ottomans had used for political exiles, including non-Muslims, 
such as Polish and Hungarian revolutionaries who arrived in the Ottoman 
Empire after the suppressed European uprisings of 1848.'” Its administrative 
usage, like that of muhacir, changed over time, and officials employed it to 
describe various migrants. In 1913, the Ottoman government clarified that 


the distinction between muhacir and miilteci was in how one’s nationality 
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was disavowed.!° Miilteci referred to those who applied for Ottoman nat- 
uralization while still holding foreign nationality. Muhacir described those 
who arrived in the Ottoman domains with their nationality canceled by their 
former state.'’”? Under this new administrative definition, muhacir contin- 
ued to be applied to Muslim refugees from the Russian Empire because they 
were correctly assumed to be denaturalized Russian subjects.'** The Ottoman 
officialdom was embracing evolving international norms on immigration, 
wherein one’s migrant status was determined by one’s individual nationality, 
not collective belonging to a religious community. 

The Balkan Wars of 1912-13, which all but ejected the Ottomans from 
the Balkans, reaffirmed the primacy of demography in contesting frontier 
regions.'” The Ottoman government insisted that new Muslim refugees from 
the Balkans settle around Edirne in eastern Thrace and not move to Anatolia, 
in order to prop up the Muslim majority in this remaining Ottoman sliver 
of land in Europe.'*° The Ottoman defeat in the Balkan Wars further stoked 
anti-European and anti-Christian sentiments among the ruling elites and 
helped to increase support for the CUP. The CUP led a coup in January 1913 
and then suppressed its opposition after the assassination of its grand vizier 
in June 1913. 

Under the leadership of the Three Pashas in 1913-18, the CUP engaged in 
explicit demographic engineering throughout the empire.’*! The resettlement 
of Muslim refugees featured heavily in the CUP’s strategy. In 1913, the CUP 
adopted new immigration regulations and reestablished the Refugee Com- 
mission as the Directorate for the Settlement of Tribes and Refugees. This 
well-resourced organization coordinated the twin tasks of resettling refugees 
and forcibly sedentarizing nomads, and also gathered intelligence on various 
ethnic and religious communities in Ottoman Anatolia. It used these data to 
determine where to settle Muslim refugees and nomads.'*” The CUP further 
relied on Teskilat-1 Mahsusa (Ott. Tur. for “special organization”), a clandes- 
tine unit established in 1913. The organization prepared logistics for deporting 
Ottoman Armenians. It recruited from various Muslim groups, with North 
Caucasian muhajirs well represented among its command and rank-and-file 
agents.!*9 

In 1915, the CUP enacted the Relocation and Resettlement Law (Sevk 


ve Iskan Kanunu, better known as Tehcir Kanunu), which provided a legal 
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framework for deporting Ottoman Christians. In the ensuing genocide, the 
Ottoman government annihilated up to 15 million Armenians, and several 
hundred thousand Greeks and Assyrians.'*4 Imperial troops, paramilitary 
forces, and many Ottoman Muslim citizens were responsible for the violence. 
North Caucasian gangs in the east committed their share of atrocities: for ex- 
ample, Circassian bandits massacred Armenian deportees in Diyarbakir, and 
Chechen muhajirs around Ra’s al-‘Ayn killed Armenians in desert detention 
camps.’ 

The processes of hijralhicret and tahjirltehcir complemented each other. 
Today, ethnic cleansing and refugee relief are imagined as polar opposites: 
one is a war crime by a regime gone bad, and the other is a humanitarian 
good provided by charitable benefactors. In reality, they often overlap. In the 
1910s, the displacement and dispossession of Christians and the immigration 
and resettlement of Muslim refugees were two sides of the same coin.'*° Be- 
tween 1914 and 1916, the CUP evolved the legal notion of emval-i metruke, 
or abandoned property, to appropriate lands and buildings left by deported 
Ottoman Christians for their eventual transfer to others.’ Many Ottoman 
Armenians, Greeks, and Assyrians were deported to be murdered, and Ot- 
toman Muslims, whether muhajirs from the Balkans or internally displaced 
Turks and Kurds, settled in their place and took up their houses, fields, and 
pastures.'°* Ethnic cleansing and refugee relief, specifically refugee resettle- 


ment, came together by design in the last, and the worst, Ottoman decade. 


Starting in the late 1850s, the Ottoman government had built up an immi- 
gration system and a refugee regime. The chief executor of the regime, the 
Refugee Commission, became one of the world’s largest refugee resettlement 
agencies. Its work certainly made life more bearable for several million desti- 
tute refugees. Refugee resettlement was both a product and a tool of transi- 
tion from the imperial order to the national order, which entailed ethnic and 
religious homogenization. As an arm of the Hamidian regime and then the 
CUP dictatorship, the Commission was a driver of the empire’s demographic 
transformation. By World War I, the refugee resettlement policy had become 
one of the most potent mechanisms to Islamize, and, in the case of muhajirs 
from the Balkans and Crete, also Turkify Ottoman Anatolia.’ 


The Ottoman refugee regime ended with the collapse of the empire after 
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World War I. As Muslim refugees of the late Ottoman era became part of the 
Turkish nation and several Arab nations, new terminology set in. The terms 
hicretlhijra and muhacirlmuhdajir were secularized in common parlance. Most 
speakers of Turkish and Arabic would translate them today as “immigration” 
and “immigrant.” Instead, miilteci and laji’ became the preferred terms for 
“refugee” in, respectively, Turkish and Arabic. These terms, with no signif 
icant religious baggage, better fit the vocabulary of the new era. So did the 
Turkish-language neologism gégmen, “emigrant” or “immigrant,” which is 
commonly used to describe North Caucasians in Turkish scholarship. 

‘The legacy of the Ottoman refugee regime runs deep in the contempo- 
rary Middle East. The Refugee Commission and various actors involved in 
the Ottoman refugee regime had built up an enormous amount of practical 
knowledge about how to move people around. This expertise in population 
transfer did not disappear when the empire ceased to exist. The new nation- 
states, including Turkey, Bulgaria, Greece, and mandatory Syria, Lebanon, 
Palestine, Iraq, and Transjordan, inherited Ottoman administrators, their 
land registers and maps, and procedures for managing population migra- 
tions. This knowledge was put to use, as post-Ottoman national governments 
started exchanging populations across the Aegean, resettling survivors of the 
genocide, relocating nomads to the lowlands, and building sprawling suburbs 


for rural migrants. 
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IN 1874, AUTHORITIES inthe subprovince of Tulca, which lay in the 
Danubian delta in the northernmost corner of the Ottoman Empire, received 
a petition from the Circassian Ishak Efendi. In his letter, he rebuked Otto- 


man authorities for their failure to provide relief and asked for help: 


Iam a Circassian muhajir and, a year ago, moved to the village of Gélbas, 
in Mecidiye District [now in Romania]. Since my arrival, I have not received 
a thing from the authorities. I was not given a house, or an ox, or agricul- 
tural land. I could not collect harvest from the land. I repeatedly asked for 
a cash stipend, grain, and oxen to provide for my five children but received 
nothing. Without a house, I do not know where we will live this winter. I 
beg the authorities to give me, your humble servant, a house, a pair of oxen, 


and a plot of land.! 


Ishak Efendi felt that the Ottoman government did not live up to its promise 
of free land and subsidies for muhajirs. He lacked shelter, provision, and secu- 
rity to plan a future for his family. Ishak’s sentiments reverberated through- 
out the Balkans. In the first two decades of resettlement, Circassian and 


Abkhazian refugees inundated local administrations with complaints about 
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the shortcomings of Ottoman resettlement. The authorities should have rec- 
ognized muhajirs’ petitions as distress signals. How refugees coped in their 
new environments had major repercussions for the economy and stability of 
their host regions and, as it turned out, the territorial integrity of the Otto- 
man state. 

In the 1860s, over 300,000 North Caucasians had arrived in the Ottoman 
Balkans. For most refugees, that settlement was short-lived. After the Russo- 
Ottoman War of 1877-78, almost all North Caucasians were expelled from 
the northern Balkans. They fled with the retreating Ottoman army and were 
barred from returning to the territories now controlled by the Bulgarian, 
Romanian, and Serbian governments. This chapter investigates how the re- 
settlement of muhajirs had been implemented in the northern Balkans in the 
1860s and how it ran into trouble by the 1870s. It draws on rich quantitative 
data on refugee villages from Danube Province, especially its northeastern 
region of Dobruja, which was among the empire’s densest areas of refugee 
resettlement. Muhajirs were not mere pawns of the Ottoman state. The rare 
surviving petitions testify that muhajirs criticized what they perceived to be 
the government's indifference to their grievances and fought for economic 
justice. Furthermore, muhajir conflicts were not solely with other commu- 
nities. The Ottoman resettlement bred conflict within North Caucasian 
communities themselves, as it created inequality through uneven land dis- 
tribution, empowered new refugee elites, and entrenched Circassian slavery. 

Refugee migration allows us to reexamine the collapse of Ottoman rule 
in Europe. Historians make sense of the events leading to the independence 
of the Balkan nation-states through two main narratives. First is the national 
struggle of Christian communities against Ottoman rule. The earlier Serbian 
uprisings in 1804-13 and 1815-17, the Greek revolution in 1821-29, and the 
uprisings in Herzegovina in 1875—78 and Bulgaria in 1876 are key moments 
on a timeline culminating in the independence and restoration of Christian 
kingdoms in the Balkans. Second is the Eastern Question, which was one 
of many “questions” in nineteenth-century European politics, pertaining 
to Ottoman territorial integrity and sovereignty.” Russia’s steady expansion 
southward and European diplomacy ensured the victory of Balkan national 
movements. This chapter approaches the end of Ottoman rule in the Bal- 


kans through the prism of Muslim refugee resettlement. Muhajirs were crit- 
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ical to the Ottomans’ unsuccessful attempt to hold onto the Balkans. The 
Ottoman government expected to strengthen its positions in the Balkans 
through the resettlement of North Caucasians. In 1876, Circassian militias 
helped to suppress the Bulgarian uprising and perpetrated violence against 
local Christians. This chapter asks why that happened and explores the eco- 
nomic foundation of sectarian conflict in the Ottoman Balkans, specifically 
the post-1858 commodification of land, which intensified conflicts over land 
and resources.’ By sectarianism, | mean primarily the acts of violence be- 
tween different communities that were expressed in ethnic or religious terms. 

The Ottoman resettlement of Muslim refugees hastened the demise of 
Ottoman rule in the northern Balkans. First, insufficient allotments of land 
and financial aid in the 1860s set the Ottoman refugee resettlement project on 
the wrong footing. It arrested the economic development of muhajir villages, 
while aggrieving local communities whose lands the state had seized and as- 
signed to muhajirs. Second, a combination of local, Ottoman, and global eco- 
nomic developments in the 1870s threw thousands of refugee households into 
poverty. As a result, some muhajirs turned to banditry or joined the Ottoman 
gendarmerie and irregular troops as a means to survive. Finally, the Ottoman 
government’s brutal suppression of the Bulgarian national movement, espe- 
cially by refugee militias, unraveled intercommunal relations in the region, 
leading to violent clashes between Muslims and Christians in 1876—78. Ulti- 
mately, the insufficient Ottoman support for refugee resettlement expedited 


the end of nearly five centuries of Ottoman rule. 


REFUGEE RESETTLEMENT IN THE BALKANS 

During the first Circassian refugee crisis, in 1863-65, the Ottoman govern- 
ment settled about half of all muhajirs in the Ottoman Balkans. The provinces 
of Danube, Edirne, Salonica, and Prizren all accepted Circassian refugees.‘ 
Danube Province soon emerged as a primary destination for Muslims from 
Russia (see map 4).’ By the 1860s, Danube Province, which stretched from 
Nis in southern Serbia across western and northern Bulgaria and toward the 
Danubian delta, was a premier agricultural region. It supplied the empire with 
grain, corn, grapes, cotton, and livestock. It was also well positioned to reap 
trade benefits in the age of railways and steamships. Danube Province was 


close to both Istanbul and Russia’s Odessa (now Odesa, Ukraine) through its 
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Black Sea ports of Varna and Késtence (Constanta), and its merchants could 
reach deep into the Balkans through its Danubian ports of Tulca (Tulcea), 
Silistre (Silistra), Ruscuk (Ruse), and Vidin. 

The first Circassian refugees started arriving in the ports of Varna 
and Késtence in early 1863, and their immigration continued into the 
1870s. Abkhazians arrived after the failed uprising of 1866. By 1867, about 
150,000 western Circassians—mainly Shapsughs, Ubykhs, Bzhedughs, 
and Abzakhs—and 8,000 Abkhazians had settled in the province.° Within 
Danube Province, most refugees settled in subprovinces on the Ottoman 
border with the de facto independent principality of Serbia and the Roma- 
nian United Principalities (1862-66; after 1866, Romania). The Ottomans 


directed many Circassians to the frontier subprovinces of Ruscuk (Ruse) in 
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the north and Varna and Tulca in the northeast, which already had Muslim 
majorities, and of Vidin in the northwest and Nis in the west, which had 
Christian majorities. In 1874, the overall population of Danube Province 
was about 60 percent Christian and 40 percent Muslim. By some estimates, 
in 1860-77, Circassians were the fourth largest group within the borders of 
modern-day Bulgaria after Bulgarians, Turks (or Turkish-speaking Muslims), 
and Crimean Tatars.’ 

North Caucasian refugees arrived in the Balkans at a critical time, when 
many local Christians supported autonomy or outright independence from 
the Ottoman Empire. For many Balkan Christians, muhajirs were a foreign 
element imposed on them by Istanbul to increase the Muslim population, 
whose very presence was an affront to their political aspirations. The Danu- 
bian authorities settling many refugees in the subprovinces of Vidin and Nis 
near the Serbian border further affirmed European observers’ suspicions that 
the Ottomans were using refugee resettlement as an anti—pan-Slavic strategy. 
The Russian consul in Varna wrote that, with the settlement of Circassians, 
the Ottomans pursued a goal of “paralyzing any movement of Slavs toward 
liberation and independence.”* In a similar vein, Felix Kanitz, an Austro- 
Hungarian scholar who did extensive fieldwork in the region, believed that 
“the Circassians were meant to advance the Muslim and Albanian settlement, 
from east to west, like a ‘living frontier’ or a ‘military belt, that would sepa- 
rate Christian Bulgarians from their Serb brethren.”” 

Most North Caucasians settled in Danube Province during the gover- 
norship of Ahmed Sefik Midhat Pasha, a prominent Tanzimat statesman, 
in 1864-68."° The Danubian authorities initially planned to let muhajirs es- 
tablish their own villages. However, the government could rarely cobble to- 
gether sufficiently large land grants for new villages. They started settling 
muhajirs into already existing villages, which was cheaper and faster than 
creating new ones." The authorities preferred to place North Caucasian mu- 
hajirs with other Muslim communities in order to minimize potential ten- 
sions between refugees and local residents. For example, in the district of 
Hacioglu Pazarcik (now Dobrich, Bulgaria) in southern Dobruja, muhajirs 
constituted 24 percent of the population; they inhabited seventy-eight out of 
one hundred eight villages, sharing fifty villages with other Muslims (Turks, 


Crimean Tatars, and Roma), twenty villages with Muslims and Christians, 
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and only three villages solely with Christians (Bulgarians). Five villages had 
a muhajir-only population.” Interspersing refugees with other communities, 
but with a preference for Muslim neighbors, was common throughout the 
Ottoman Balkans." 

The migration took a severe toll on North Caucasian communities. By 
the time the Ottoman government conducted population surveys of refugees, 
muhajir households numbered three or four people on average, which was 
smaller than a typical Ottoman household of five or a Northwest Cauca- 
sian household of six.’ Refugee communities had fewer children and skewed 
gender ratios. Men vastly outnumbered women, with anywhere between 114 
and 134 men per 100 women.” What these data obscure are loss and sur- 
vival. Every stage of refugee migration was accompanied by death. Thou- 
sands of muhajirs perished during their expulsion from the Caucasus on the 
dangerous journey across the Black Sea and while waiting for months in 
disease-ridden refugee camps in Ottoman ports. Women and children were 
particularly vulnerable. When refugees finally arrived in their new villages in 
the Ottoman hinterland, many found their land to be of poor quality. Then, 
while mourning the loss of their homeland and loved ones, muhajirs, who 
arrived with no agricultural tools and no farm animals, had to learn how to 
grow local and perhaps unfamiliar cereals and vegetables in a new soil anda 
new climate. They needed to learn quickly enough, because one lost harvest 
could lead to their starvation the following winter. In their first years in the 
Ottoman Empire, entire villages of refugees perished of famine and disease. 
Most people who show up in Ottoman sources and whose voices appear in 
this book were survivors. Seeing them as such helps to better understand 
refugee histories in the Ottoman Empire. 

The migration had also altered the internal politics of North Caucasian 
communities. The Ottoman authorities broke up large refugee communities 
into smaller groups and placed them into mixed villages primarily because 
of the scarcity of land. That also undermined the power of muhajirs’ old 
elites. The decline of Circassian aristocracy had already been underway. Some 
notables lost credibility when they joined the Russians, and others were dis- 
possessed or perished during the Caucasus War. Many notables escaped to 
the Ottoman Empire, wherein the wealthiest Circassians preferred residence 


in Istanbul, not the countryside. By the 1860s, most Circassian refugees were 
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physically separated from their princely families and old chieftains, which 
meant that they found themselves in the Ottoman Empire without their tra- 
ditional leadership. 

The new refugee elites slowly emerged through the Ottoman institution 
of village councils, which were created through the Provincial Reform Law 
(Vilayet Nizamnamesi) of 1864. The governor of Danube Province, Midhat 
Pasha, was the chief architect of this landmark Tanzimat legislation, which 
standardized administrative divisions throughout the empire. It enshrined 
an Ottoman province (vilayet) as the highest-level regional unit, further sub- 
divided into subprovinces (sancak) and districts (kaza), which were ruled by 
their respective governors: a vali, a mutasarrif, and a kaymakam. Various po- 
litical offices were similarly replicated through multiple tiers of governance. 
The reform, while ensuring state centralization through the direct appoint- 
ment of high-ranking officials from Istanbul, fostered communal participa- 
tion through an elaborate system of elected councils. The Provincial Reform 
Law stipulated that villages, which were the lowest-level administrative units 
in the empire, were to be governed by elected councils, chaired by a village 
headman (muhtar). These councils would aid higher-level district and subpro- 
vincial authorities in tax collection and law enforcement." Village councils 
embodied the Tanzimat spirit of expanding popular participation in gover- 
nance. Throughout the empire, tens of thousands of elected village represen- 
tatives negotiated with Ottoman authorities and staked out local demands. 
Village councils played a particularly important role in the refugee resettle- 
ment process. Serving as interlocutors between the government and refugee 
communities, they drew up village population lists, upon the basis of which 
the Refugee Commission dispensed financial aid, cereals, and farm animals. 
The councils also exercised authority in allotting assigned land to new resi- 
dents and distributing subsidies. They managed the construction of village 
mosques, schools, and public fountains and made decisions about communal 
farming. The most prominent muhajir families, many of whom were lesser 
notables back in the Caucasus, sought election to village councils. In the first 
decades of North Caucasian resettlement, village headmen and councillors 


effectively served as leaders of their refugee communities. 


96 CHAPTER THREE 


TROUBLES IN THE 1860s 

The government’s public forecast on refugee economies was optimistic. In 
April 1866, the official provincial newspaper, Tuna (Ottoman Turkish for 
Danube), reported that, in the previous year, Circassian muhajirs in the 
Danubian northeastern districts produced more crops than they needed to 
sustain themselves.” Such news aimed to foster public goodwill and sympa- 
thy toward muhajirs amid continuing refugee migration. It was also a false- 
hood. By then, many muhajirs had been reaping their first harvest or had not 
even been allotted land plots. Nor could the authorities estimate refugees’ 
agricultural output, as such data would only appear in tithe tax registers, 
and muhajirs did not start paying taxes until later. In reality, throughout the 
1860s, refugees largely relied on state subsidies. 

The chief problem in Ottoman refugee resettlement was the limited avail- 
ability of land. The Ottoman Land Code of 1858 stipulated that a muhajir 
household was entitled to one ¢iftlik, or a tract of land that requires a pair of 
oxen (¢ift) to work it. A ciftlik measured 70-80 déniim (16-19 acres) of fertile 
land, or over 100 déniim (23 acres) of land of medium productivity, or over 
130 déniim (30 acres) of arid or marshy land."* For the next halfa century, re- 
gional land committees would aspire to those numbers in their allotments of 
land to refugees. The actual size of allotted land depended on the availability 
of free land and was typically lower than what the Land Code prescribed. 

Throughout the 1860s and 1870s, the Ottoman government appears to 
have believed that the empire had plenty of uncultivated land, and it was 
a matter of finding and assigning that land to muhajirs.”” Local authorities 
rarely shared the central government’s optimism about how much free land 
they had at their disposal. The most fertile land was typically claimed and 
in cultivation, whereas the unallotted land that the government could im- 
mediately disperse to muhajirs lay in swamps, mountains, or deserts. Some 
of that land could be made fertile, but it would require bone-breaking labor 
from refugees. The government could also reclaim the miri land that had not 
been cultivated and for which taxes had not been paid in the previous three 
years. By doing so, the Ottomans made the land of decent quality available to 
muhajirs, while aggrieving local villagers who had claimed the land as theirs. 

‘The region of Dobruja, in the utmost north of the Ottoman Empire, pro- 


vides a good example of how land allotment proceeded in practice. Dobruja 
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was split into the subprovinces of Tulca and Varna, the borders of which cor- 
respond to modern-day northern Dobruja in Romania and southern Dobruja 
in Bulgaria. Unlike much of Danube Province, Dobruja was a steppe region, 
a western end of the Eurasian steppe stretching from Mongolia and Manchu- 
ria. Situated in the borderlands between the Ottoman and Russian empires, 
Dobruja had long been a transit zone for migrants moving in either direction. 
In 1858, its population was 30 percent Turkish-speaking, 23 percent Walla- 
chian, and 14 percent each Crimean Tatar and Bulgarian, with the rest being 
Roma, Jews, Armenians, and emigrant communities of Cossacks, Lipovans, 
Molokans, Ukrainians, and Germans from Russia.”° After the Crimean War 
of 1853-56, over 120,000 Crimean Tatar refugees had settled in Ottoman 
Bulgaria, most of them in Dobruja. Local authorities raised the alarm in 
1860, warning that Dobruja could accommodate no more than 20,000 new 
immigrants.”” Yet Crimean immigration continued into the early 1860s, and 
in 1863—65 about 20,000-30,000 Circassian and Abkhazian refugees arrived 
in Dobruja. Conflicts over land proliferated in the region. Local resettlement 
officials had to lower the size of land allotments to 60 déniim per household, 
regardless of soil quality, which was below the minimum numbers promised 
in the Ottoman Land Code. Muhajirs knew of this reduced target and re- 
peatedly asked for 60 déniim of land in their petitions, but even that number 
proved a difficult goal, and thousands of muhajirs never received a promised 
land allotment.” 

In 1873, Ottoman authorities in northwestern Dobruja were untangling 
a web of complaints from Circassian residents of three villages in the dis- 
trict of Macin, a hilly area nestled in the last loop of the Danube before it 
flows into the Black Sea. The first village, Balabanca (pronounced Balabanja), 
was largely Turkish-speaking, and its first Circassian refugees arrived around 
1864. Twenty-six muhajir households received free agricultural carts and 
tools, including plows, axes, and hoes, and fourteen oxen for them to share. 
The land that the government gave them was insufficient for agriculture or 
pasture. The muhajirs took the initiative and, through their labor, opened up 
new “watered lands” on the slopes of the Macin Mountains, which allowed 
them to claim a little over 60 déniim per household by the 1870s.” The village 
became a prominent center of Circassian life in the region. In 1871, Ottoman 


authorities appointed a Circassian muhajir as an imam and a schoolteacher, 
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who was tasked with teaching the local community to read and write in Ot- 
toman Turkish.”° 

The neighboring village of Tsiganka accepted two groups of Circassian 
muhajirs. Its earliest muhajirs arrived together with others who settled in Bal- 
abanca. Tsiganka used to be inhabited by Ukrainian peasants who had fled 
serfdom in Russia but returned home after the tsarist abolition of serfdom in 
1861.7” The Circassians likely moved into abandoned Ukrainian houses. Local 
Ottoman authorities issued land, tools, and sixteen oxen to share among 
twenty-eight Circassian households.** A new group of Circassians arrived in 
Tsiganka in 1867, likely relocating from a previous settlement where the Otto- 
man government could not give them enough land; this kind of internal mi- 
gration by muhajirs in search of land was common throughout the Balkans, 
to the displeasure of the Ottoman authorities, who could not do much about 
it. The land around Tsiganka was scarce, and forty-one new Circassian house- 
holds were allotted, on average, only 40 déniim. ‘The village, surrounded by 
mountains, lacked adjacent space to expand its arable land.” The district 
authorities then offered Tsiganka’s new Circassian residents a meadow lying 
between the villages of Tsiganka and Balabanca. However, it turned out that 
the Circassians of Balabanca already claimed usufruct rights to it, having 
privately purchased parts of the meadow in previous years.*° Circassians of 
Balabanca, with title deeds in hand, opposed any attempt to confiscate or re- 
allot their land. Tsiganka’s new Circassian residents then searched for land in 
another direction. In the vicinity of Tsiganka lay the semiabandoned village 
of Tainca, whose Crimean Tatar population had arrived twenty years earlier 
and whose settlement failed. The new Circassian immigrants asked the gov- 
ernment to assign them some of the land of that village.” 

A third village, Cafarka (pronounced Jafarka), welcomed its first Circas- 
sian refugees in 1870. This mixed village had a Muslim neighborhood, where 
Circassians moved in, as well as a Christian one, populated by immigrant 
farmers from the Russian Empire. Like every village, this one also faced a 
shortage of land. District authorities, probably under the assumption that 
Circassians of Balabanca had sufficient land, reapportioned 800 déniim from 
that village to the village of Cafarka. Circassians of Cafarka occupied at least 
250 déniim of that land and started cultivating it.*” The Balabanca village 


council then complained to the Tulga subprovincial authorities about the in- 
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fringement of their usufruct rights, which they could prove through their 
title deeds.*? Negotiations between Circassian communities in the two vil- 
lages ensued through the 1870s, while Circassians in the region continued 
developing and purchasing additional land to make up for their insufficient 
original allotments. As late as 1877, Circassians purchased 410 déniim of the 
Karapelid meadowland near the three villages for 2,780 kurus.** 

‘The story of land contestation in the three Dobrujan villages illustrates 
several consequences of refugee resettlement. In the aftermath of refugee ar- 
rival, the ownership of usufruct rights became the most contentious rural 
issue throughout the Ottoman Empire. Good agricultural land, with fer- 
tile soil and access to water, was scarce everywhere. In hundreds of districts, 
North Caucasian muhajirs clashed over land with others—settled farmers 
and pastoralists; Christians, Muslims, and Druze; and Turkish, Greek, Bul- 
garian, Serbian, Armenian, Kurdish, and Arabic speakers.* The scholarship 
often focuses on conflicts between different communities because those had 
a “national” or “sectarian” dimension, but land in the late Ottoman era was 
also very much disputed within the same communities, including among ref 
ugees. Muhajirs who arrived later were typically assigned less land than mu- 
hajirs before them, which led to intracommunal grievances. Muhajirs showed 
tremendous initiative in their search for new land: they moved around, leay- 
ing behind places where they were not given sufficient land, and scouted out 
uncultivated fields and forests to clear and create arable land. Furthermore, 
they accepted the arbitration of local Ottoman authorities in resolving their 
legal disputes over land and actively petitioned their district and subprovin- 
cial officials. For people who recently arrived in the empire and had little ex- 
perience with Ottoman bureaucracy, the North Caucasians quickly grasped 
the power of petitioning. Through their complaints, drafted by professional 
Ottoman scribes, they kept pressure on the Ottomans to deliver the bare 
minimum to which they were entitled as muhajirs. Finally, muhajirs em- 
braced the tenets of the Ottoman Land Code of 1858, whereby land was held 
in individual usage and needed to be properly registered. Muhajir success 
in legally contesting the land typically came down to whether they had title 
deeds to prove that the land had already been registered in their name. 

Title deeds (tapu), which were small sheets of paper issued by the newly 


created institution of land registries, epitomized protracted battles over land 
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and the entrenchment of the post-1858 Ottoman land regime. These docu- 
ments specified the exact size and borders of every land plot to the usufruct 
of which one was entitled. After 1858, individuals held on to their original 
title deeds, whereas the government preserved their duplicates in provincial 
land registries. Muhajirs, unlike other Ottoman subjects, were first issued 
temporary title deeds, and only upon the payment of tithe for ten years could 
they claim permanent ones. Yet amid the chaos of refugee resettlement in 
the 1860s, not all muhajirs received their temporary deeds. Nor did their 
neighboring communities always hold updated title deeds for their land, 
because that required submitting written evidence of their land usage and 
tax payments. This all set up the empire’s rural population for a torrent of 
litigation over land. By the 1870s, refugees commonly complained in their 
petitions that they were not issued ¢apu “in hand” and asked local authorities 
for physical copies of these documents.” In the final decades of Ottoman rule 
in the Balkans and the Middle East, a title deed was a farmer’s most precious 
possession, an ultimate insurance of their right to till and derive profit from 
their land.°” 

Land scarcity was even more pronounced in other parts of Danube 
Province. For example, in northwestern Bulgaria in the district of Rahova 
(Oryahovo), Circassians in five of six refugee villages, for which we have data, 
received a median of 30 déniim per household; the sixth village received a 
median of 50 déniim per household. In the neighboring district of Ivraca 
(Vratsa), the median distribution for three refugee villages was only 1s—24 
déniim per household.** The insufficient land allotment exacerbated the pov- 
erty of North Caucasian refugees, who had already been the most economi- 
cally insecure community in the region. 

Circassian slavery further aggravated inequality within refugee communi- 
ties. In the 1860s, many muhajirs brought their slaves with them to the Otto- 
man Empire. Slavery was a racialized multitiered institution in the Ottoman 
Empire. Slaves from the Caucasus traditionally occupied the top position 
in the Ottoman hierarchy, which privileged whiteness. Slave merchants had 
long trafficked Circassian, Abkhazian, and Georgian youth to urban slave 
markets of the Eastern Mediterranean, where girls were purchased for harems 
and boys for palace and military service. Most white slaves ended up in servi- 


tude in urban households and harems. For a select few, slavery was an engine 
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of remarkable social mobility, as they became valis (governors), viziers (min- 
isters), hasekis (favorite concubines), and valide sultans (mothers of sultans).*” 
Those pathways were generally closed to black slaves.“” By the nineteenth 
century, white slavery of Ottoman harems achieved global recognition, as 
British Romantic authors and American traveling circuses popularized the 
“Circassian beauty,” a feminine ideal steeped in Orientalism and premised 
on a woman’s submission to her man/sultan.“! Meanwhile, the westerners’ 
exposure to Circassian slaves in elite households produced a perception that 
Circassian harem slavery, erroneously used as a stand-in for Ottoman slavery 
in general, was a more benign form of global slavery, especially when com- 
pared to plantation slavery in the Americas. Ottoman anti-abolitionists also 
actively promoted that idea.” Slavery in the Ottoman Empire, in its many 
forms, was brutal, exploitative, and dehumanizing, as elsewhere. 

The Circassian refugee crisis of 1863—65 reinforced the institution of Ot- 
toman slavery. By the mid-nineteenth century, the Ottoman supply of white 
slaves was reduced to a trickle because the old Crimean and Circassian sla- 
vers’ economy was destroyed after Russia had annexed the northern shores 
of the Black Sea. Meanwhile, Ottoman abolitionism was slowly gaining 
strength, inspired by the Tanzimat reforms and British pressure on the Porte 
to suppress slave trade. The Ottomans eventually abolished slave trade, if not 
ownership, in a series of edicts: the sale of Circassian and Georgian slaves was 
prohibited in 1854-55, and that of African slaves was prohibited in 1857. The 
arrival of Circassian refugees in the early 1860s thwarted abolitionist efforts 
in the Ottoman Empire because it restored the supply of white slaves.** Many 
destitute muhajirs resorted to selling their slaves and, reportedly, their own 
children to survive. The ports of Trabzon, Samsun, and Istanbul and refu- 
gee camps in their vicinity became hubs for illegal slave trade.** The sudden 
oversupply led to the collapse of prices in the Ottoman slave market. White 
slaves, who had previously commanded high prices, were now within reach 
of many urban households throughout the empire. Reportedly, in 1862-64, 
a Circassian child was sold for only 2.5-5 Ottoman liras in Varna.® The Brit- 
ish vice-consul in Edirne reported that provincial notables in the area “have 
replenished their households” with Circassian girls at the cost of 6 Ottoman 
liras each.“6 The governor of Trabzon, in June 1865 alone, sent 130 enslaved 


Circassian women to Istanbul as gifts to various dignitaries at the palace.” 
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After the 1860s, the ownership of Circassian slaves became more common 
throughout the empire, with ever more households invested in preserving the 
institution of Ottoman slavery. 

If the refugee crisis of 1863—65 had bolstered the Ottoman institution of 
urban household Circassian slavery, the resettlement of muhajirs introduced 
the North Caucasian institution of agricultural Circassian slavery to the Ot- 
toman countryside. The resettlement process empowered Circassian slave- 
holders. The Ottoman government reaffirmed Circassian slaves as property 
of their Circassian lords because it was unwilling to alienate refugee nota- 
bles, whose cooperation it required during resettlement.** The Ottoman legal 
system did not recognize distinctions between different categories of bondage 
in North Caucasian communities. The only legal category available for en- 
slaved North Caucasians was kéle, or slave.” At the same time, as far as the 
government was concerned, all Circassian slaves were also muhajirs, just like 
their masters, who had sought refuge in the Ottoman domains. As muhajirs, 
they were entitled to free land, tax exemptions, and subsidies from the gov- 
ernment. This legal tension between the muhajir and kéle statuses was never 
resolved. In practice, enslaved muhajirs could not enjoy the full privileges of 
their Ottoman subjecthood or the muhajir benefits to which they were enti- 
tled. Through the institution of village councils, Circassian slaveholders had 
free rein on the allotment of land and distribution of aid. Circassian notables 
registered land that was earmarked for other muhajirs, especially slaves, in 
their own name, leaving slave families landless.*° They further benefited from 
the free labor of their slaves who were forced to till their land. 

Migration between the two empires proliferated unfreedom. Russia’s ex- 
pulsion of Circassians in the 1860s reinforced Ottoman slavery. In parallel, 
in the late eighteenth century, as Will Smiley demonstrated, the Ottomans’ 
consent to return Russian fugitives had reinforced Russian serfdom.” The 
two empires’ policies on North Caucasian slavery seem drastically different, 
yet, similar to their migration policies, they served the same goal of strength- 
ening imperial rule. Russia abolished slavery in the Caucasus to advance its 
comprehensive land reforms and remake the region’s weakened Muslim no- 
tables into its clients. The Ottoman government, by preserving Circassian 
slavery, empowered Circassian slaveholders, which ensured the loyalty of its 


new refugee elites. 
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Many slaves resisted exploitation by their Circassian masters. In Janu- 
ary 1877, seven Circassian notables—Musa, Mehmet, Siileyman, Mehmet 
‘Ali, Kanhat, Idris, and ‘Osman—sent a collective petition to the subpro- 
vincial governor of Tulca. They complained that three slaves of Mehmet in 
the village of Urum Bey in Hirsova District (now Harsova, Romania) had 
refused to obey their master. Following their example, two other slaves be- 
longing to Mehmet ‘Ali in the same village also refused to do household 
service. That group of slaves, whom the petitioners called the “disobedient 
mischief makers,” started inciting other slaves in neighboring districts. The 
notables asked the governor to intervene and punish the slaves to set an exam- 
ple for others.” A month later, two of the notables sent another petition to the 
governor. They reported that the local gendarmerie had confiscated weapons 
from their slaves but did not arrest them. The slaveholders complained that 
their slaves’ resistance to their enslavement was “against their customs” and 
repeated their demand to have their insubordinate slaves arrested to serve as 
a deterrent to others.” 

Slave revolts exposed a fissure in a refugee regime in which some refugees 
were slaves. Circassian muhajir slaveholders regarded the Ottoman state as a 
guarantor of their property rights because Circassian slavery remained legal 
in the empire. Meanwhile, Circassian muhajir slaves viewed the Ottoman 
state as the ultimate arbiter of Islamic justice, whose protection they sought as 
Muslims, muhajirs, and Ottoman subjects. In 1871, Circassians in Mecidiye 
District rebelled against their masters who “kept [them] in a state of serfdom, 
made [them] work without wages, beaten and sold.” Slaves appealed to the 
Ottoman authorities for justice, stating that they would rather return under 
Russian rule than live in the servitude of their masters.‘ During another 
revolt in eastern Thrace in 1873, a group of slaves rebelled when they found 
out that slave trade had been outlawed in the Ottoman Empire, assuming 
that they could legally challenge their slave status.’ The Ottoman govern- 
ment navigated disputes between Circassian masters and slaves with caution. 
Its goal was to keep the order in the countryside, while preserving its author- 
ity among its new refugee populations. The government often attempted to 
defuse slave rebellions by negotiating manumission certificates (miikatebe), 
which slaves had to purchase from their enslavers. The price of freedom was 


often out of reach for slaves who had already been cheated out of land by their 
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masters, or it led them into lifelong debt to the same masters.** For many 
Circassians, Ottoman resettlement meant the continuation of their bondage, 


merely on the other side of the Black Sea. 


ECONOMIC FAILURE IN THE 1870s 

A decade into Circassian resettlement, crime spiked in the Ottoman country- 
side, and refugees were blamed for it. Most crimes were economic in nature, 
like thefts of horses, cattle, and sheep, which signaled that refugee economies 
were faltering. Isolated incidents of theft increasingly gave way to organized 
raids, smuggling, and highway robbery. Traveling through parts of the coun- 
tryside in the northern Balkans was no longer safe. A British vice-consul in 
Edirne, when describing ongoing banditry, called Circassians “children of 
the devil,” which probably captured the sentiments of many locals.” Like- 
wise, newspapers lamented the detrimental effect of refugee resettlement. 
By 1878, about 80 percent of all references to Circassians in the Bulgarian- 
language press were related to refugee offenses against local populations.” 
Newspapers helped to shape the Bulgarian Christians’ perception of Muslim 
refugee resettlement as a threat to their safety. 

The very word Cerkes, an ethnonym for Circassian communities that the 
Ottomans applied to all North Caucasians, began to be associated with ban- 
ditry. The traditional Circassian male costume, featuring a wide-sleeve goat- 
hair cloak, a rifle slung across the shoulder, and a saber by the belt, became 
a highwayman fixture in popular imagination. The stereotype of who a Cir 
cassian was had changed for the Ottoman public. Being Circassian had once 
meant being of slave origin, often part of the harem, military, or administra- 
tive elite, and an urban resident, but by the 1870s it meant being a refugee 
bandit in the countryside.” Throughout the final decades of the empire, pro- 
vincial authorities would send panicked letters to Istanbul about “Circassian 
gangs” roaming the roads, although the communal identity of gang members 
was not always verified. Refugee bandits were a symptom of broader economic 
decline in the Ottoman countryside. Many nonrefugee Muslims and Chris- 
tians were also driven into gangs because of poverty.® Nevertheless, refugees 
were an easy target to blame, and their economic woes were arresting. 

The refugee economies were failing for four interrelated reasons. First, 


the global demand for Ottoman grain declined in the 1870s. When North 
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Caucasians started arriving in the empire, the Ottoman government had 
every reason to prioritize cereal production in its long-term economic strat- 
egy. The European demand for Ottoman grain increased significantly during 
the Crimean War of 1853-56, as grain exports from Russia fell. Unfortunately 
for the Ottomans, the rapid expansion of U.S. grain production after the 
U.S. Civil War of 1861-65 and the opening of the Suez Canal in 1869 led 
to the arrival of cheaper grain from the United States, India, and Australia 
on European markets. The ensuing Long Depression of 1873-96 suppressed 
global prices for grain. These economic developments were acutely felt in 
agriculture-heavy Danube Province. For example, exports of grain through 
the port of Varna grew steadily through the early 1860s but dropped by 56 
percent in 1868—69 and by 36 percent in 1869-70. Grain exports then stag- 
nated through the 1870s and never returned to the volume from 1864." The 
decline in the global demand for, and price of, grain directly hit Ottoman 
imperial and provincial treasuries and muhajir households that bartered their 
surplus of cereals for other foodstuffs. 

Second, a massive drought hit the Balkans in 1872-73. Many refugee 
villages that had already struggled lost their harvest and, because of either 
famine or epidemic disease, their cattle, which led to more starvation and 
misery.” The drought in the Balkans coincided with the drought in Anato- 
lia in 1872-75, and the collapsing harvests exacerbated the empire’s financial 
woes.°? 

Third, the Ottoman Empire struggled to pay its mounting debt to Eu- 
ropean states. After the Crimean War, the Ottoman government borrowed 
heavily to pay for the resettlement of Crimean and North Caucasian refugees. 
With new lines of credit readily available in banks in London, Paris, and 
Vienna, the Ottomans continued to borrow cash to repay old debts and fund 
various modernization projects. The pace of borrowing was unsustainable. 
Between 1869 and 1875, the Ottoman government took out more in loans 
than its entire projected revenue for that period.“ In 1875, the Porte declared 
a sovereign default on its loan repayments. When muhajirs needed help from 
the state the most, the Ottoman government, on the brink of bankruptcy, 
not only could not expand social welfare programs but also was phasing out 
monthly cash and grain stipends to muhajirs, with the exception of the poor- 


est and disabled refugees.” 
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Finally, the six-year tax exemptions for Circassian muhajirs in the Balkans 
were set to expire in the late 1860s to early 1870s. Most refugee villages were 
in no position to start paying their full dues amid deteriorating economic 
conditions and dwindling subsidies in the 1870s. Throughout the Balkans, 
muhajirs were falling short on their payments. By 1877, refugee communities 
had been paying little tax proportionate to their population. 

Muhajirs’ underwhelming tax payments are important because the gov- 
ernment had envisioned that muhajir taxes would eventually offset the costs 
of refugee resettlement. In Danube Province, as elsewhere in the empire, 
a substantial portion of local tax payments remained in the region so that 
they could be efficiently reallocated to local low-income communities. For 
example, subsidies in wheat, barley, and sheep for Circassian muhajirs in the 
district of Hacioglu Pazarcik came out of local tax payments in kind in the 
neighboring districts of Balgik and Mangalya.” Likewise, taxes collected in 
cash from Crimean Tatar muhajirs who had arrived in the 1850s often paid 
for the resettlement of Circassian muhajirs in the 1860s, whose projected tax 
payments in the 1870s were to fund subsidies for new muhajirs.°* Any leak 
in this tax pipeline, as happened in the 1870s, reduced district funding for 
welfare programs and hurt local communities and economies. 

Refugee taxes were also earmarked to subsidize infrastructure in their 
villages. Muhajir tax payments were deposited separately with the Refugee 
Commission and the Public Benefits Bank.” Village tax accounts with the 
Commission were meant to fund the construction of schools, hospitals, and 
mosques for refugees and salaries of schoolteachers.” In many villages, how- 
ever, muhajir tax payments were minimal, which jeopardized the under- 
funded Commission’s ability to pay for the development of refugee villages. 
Likewise, muhajirs had limited capacity to contribute to the Public Benefits 
Bank, which was an agricultural credit cooperative that provided farmers 
with low-interest loans in cash, farm animals, and seeds. The bank was cre- 
ated by Midhat Pasha in 1863 and was among the world’s first rural credit 
unions.”’ Many muhajirs took out loans from the Public Benefits Bank to pay 
their new tax obligations to the state rather than invest in agriculture, which 
drove muhajir households into a debt cycle and deeper into poverty. ” 

‘The deterioration of refugee economies widened the chasm between them 


and other communities. Babadag District in central Dobruja provides a good 
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example. In the hilly environs of Babadag, muhajirs cultivated wheat, rye, 
barley, corn, millet, beans, and lentils and grew pear, wild apricot, and plum 
trees. Ottoman tax and population registers from the district offer insight 
into how unequal the distribution of wealth was. In the 1870s, Ottoman com- 
munities paid several major taxes: a tithe (dsiir vergisi) of 10 percent, a prop- 
erty tax (emlak vergisi) of 4 percent, a profit tax (temettiiat vergisi) of 3 percent, 
and an income tax (irad vergisi) of 4 percent.” Circassian muhajirs had not 
paid a profit tax and an income tax by 1877. Their tithe and property tax 
payments, however, paint a bleak picture. The amount of the tithe depended 
on the size of the harvest, which broadly reflected the land’s quality, acreage, 
and water access, as well as the availability of human and animal labor. The 
property tax was based on the government-set cadastral value of the land, 
which largely corresponded to its size and location. In 1873, the average tithe 
paid by an able-bodied adult male in the Babadag countryside was 70 kurus. 
The wealthiest community were German immigrants, whose men paid on 
average 108 kurus, whereas Circassian refugees were the poorest, paying 36 
kurus. Likewise, the value of Circassians’ land was about three times lower 
than that of German, Bulgarian, and Turkish farmers in the area (see table 
2). The inequality was even more pronounced in Babadag itself, a small town 
noted for the tomb of its thirteenth-century founder, Turkoman dervish Sart 
Saltuk. Circassians established three neighborhoods in Babadag. Their neigh- 
borhoods were the poorest, with the average property value almost twelve 
times lower than that in Turkish neighborhoods (see table 3). 

Few muhajir villages around Babadag were economically self-sufficient. 
In 1876, the subprovincial authorities in Tulca received a communal petition 
requesting aid from the village of Vefikiye. Vefikiye was the largest Circassian 
village in Babadag District and one of the largest in the northern Balkans. Its 
village council informed the authorities that the refugee population had run 
out of bread and was starving. The muhajirs asked the district for 300 kile 
(16,971 pounds) of millet, which they pledged to repay after the next harvest.” 
North Caucasian communities in other villages sent similar distress requests 
for basic foodstuffs.” 

The situation in other parts of Danube Province, where muhajirs received 
less land than in Dobruja, was even worse. For example, in the district of 


Berkofca (Berkovitsa, Bulgaria) close to the Serbian and Romanian borders, 


Agricultural tax, Property tax, Property value, 


Community in kurus in kurus in kurus 
German 108 ll 2,681 
Bulgarian 101 10 2,585 
Moldavian 86 7 1,874 
Turkish 64 9 2,322 
Crimean Tatar 63 8 2,082 
Lipovan (Russian) 47 5 1,222 
Circassian 36 3 823 
All communities 70 8 2,079 


Table 2. Taxes in Babadag District (now in Romania), 1873-77. 


‘The estimates are for average tax payments and property value per adult male 
in thirty-three monoethnic villages of Babadag District. Mixed villages are 


not included here because tax registers do not provide a breakdown of tax 


payments by residents’ religion or language. The estimate for all communities 


is for the district’s fifty-six villages, both monoethnic and mixed. 


Sources: NBKM Badagag 9/12 (1877); 170/292 (c. 1876); Todorov-Khindalov, Godishnik. 


Property tax, Property value, 


Neighborhood in kurug in kurug 
Turkish 16 3,880 
Jewish 12 2950 
Bulgarian ul 2,658 
Armenian 6 1,378 
Crimean Tatar 2 484 
Circassian 1 331 
All neighborhoods 8 1,961 


Table 3. Property in the town of Babadag, 1877. 


‘The estimates are for average tax payments and property value per 
adult male in all neighborhoods of the town of Babadag, except the 
Muslim Roma one because of the lack of population data. 


Sources: NBKM Badagag 9/12 (1877); 170A/243 (c. 1876). 
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by the 1870s almost two-thirds of Circassian households did not produce 
enough crops to feed a four-member household.” In almost every category— 
the amount of land, the price of land per déniim, the cost of houses, and 
the size of harvest—Circassian muhajirs lagged behind their Bulgarian and 
Turkish neighbors (see table 4).’” 


Price of 
land, in Price of _ Harvested Harvested 
Land,in kurusper house,in wheat,in corn, in 

Community déniim déniim kurus sheaves okka 
Bulgarian 88 92 3,732 467 1,486 
Turkish 56 87 2,300 272 1,060 
Circassian 44 60 641 205 1,083 
All communities 82 90 3,385 446 1,447 


Table 4. Household economy in Berkofca District (now in Bulgaria), 1873. 


Source: Draganova, Berkovskoto selo, 26-27, 38-39, 46. 


The economic disparity between established populations and new refugee 
communities is not surprising in itself. One might expect that refugees who 
had arrived with nothing would trail their neighbors in the accumulation of 
wealth. Yet the refugees’ poverty and economic inequality are an important 
and overlooked context for what happened next—the unraveling of the Bal- 


kans in 1876-78. 


UNRAVELING THE BALKANS 

The decline of refugee economies accelerated the militarization of refugee 
communities. While some turned to banditry, others joined the Ottoman 
gendarmerie (zaptiye). Those often were the only salaried positions available 
to muhajirs in the countryside. For example, in 1874, Abkhazian muhajirs 
from the village of Rakil, in Macin District, sent to local authorities a peti- 
tion in which they explained that they did not receive land or anything else 


from the government and, for that reason, were destitute. Men in the village 
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expressed their communal aspiration to join the zaptiye to escape poverty.” 
Military service was another way to gain a living, but muhajirs were tem- 
porarily exempt from conscription and were not actively recruited into the 
regular Ottoman army. They could join only irregular troops (baszbozuk). 
In the late 1870s, many muhajir men joined the notoriously ill-disciplined 
bastbozuk, whom the Ottomans had hired to maintain rural security but paid 
so poorly that many troops devolved into marauding gangs.” 

In the 1860s and 1870s, many Bulgarians pushed for greater autonomy 
in their ecclesiastical and political governance. In 1870, they succeeded in 
having the Ottoman government restore the Bulgarian patriarchate, to the 
vociferous protests of the Greek-dominated patriarchate of Constantino- 
ple. In 1876, Bulgarian secret revolutionary committees launched the April 
Uprising against Ottoman rule. The Ottomans relied on local baszbozuk to 
suppress the uprising. By then, the baszbozuk had irregulars from different 
Muslim communities, including a large Circassian contingent. The militias 
destroyed entire villages and massacred thousands of Bulgarian civilians.*° 
The atrocities committed by Ottoman irregular forces, especially the massa- 
cre of Bulgarians by the Pomak baszbozuk in the village of Batak, were widely 
reported in the international press as “Bulgarian horrors” and turned public 
opinion in Europe and the United States against the Ottoman government. 

The April Uprising of 1876 was part of a series of conflicts in the Balkans 
in 1875-78, which ended with the Russo-Ottoman War of 1877-78. Russia 
and Austria-Hungary long wished to redraw the balance of power in the 
region in their favor. That opportunity came with the Herzegovina uprising 
against Ottoman rule in 1875-77, leading to the Ottoman wars with Serbia 
and Montenegro in 1876—78. The Great Powers convened the Constantinople 
Conference in late 1876 to agree on a demand for political reforms in Otto- 
man Bosnia and Bulgaria, without inviting the Ottoman delegation to the 
conference. The Porte refused the proposed reforms, which Russia then used 
as justification to declare war under the pretext of protecting Ottoman Chris- 
tians in the Balkans.*' In April 1877, Russian troops marched into Romania, 
upon Bucharest’s invitation. In June, the Russian forces crossed the Danube 
into the Ottoman territory. The tsarist army, reinforced by Romanian troops 


and Bulgarian volunteers, defeated Ottoman forces in Danube Province and, 
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in January 1878, reached Edirne, from where it threatened the Ottoman cap- 
ital, less than 150 miles away. 

The conflicts of 1876-78 turned explicitly sectarian in the northern 
Balkans, pitting Muslims, including muhajirs, against Christians. Before 
1876, Christians were not the only victims of muhajir crimes; Turkish and 
Crimean Tatar communities also complained about Circassian banditry.* 
In contrast, in 1876, the basrbozuk directed their violence specifically against 
civilian Christian populations.*? For example, in July an armed militia that 
counted in its ranks Circassian and Crimean Tatar muhajirs besieged the 
coastal town of Kavarna, near Varna, and demanded a hefty fee of 100,000 
kurus from townsfolk for their “protection.” The predominantly Greek town 
was unable to raise the money, and failed negotiations escalated to the gang’s 
massacring some of the residents, looting the town, and then setting it on 
fire. The Bulgarians’ resentment against Circassians grew amid the violence 
of 1876. An observing ethnographer captured the general feeling as follows: 
“When, in 1877, the tsar’s army appeared on the Danube they were enthu- 
siastically accepted by the Bulgarians, who thought they were being saved 
from their Circassian oppressors.”®* The intercommunal violence only esca- 
lated during the war. By then, even neighbors in mixed villages had turned 
on each other. In the village of Cafarka, for example, where Circassians had 
been living alongside their Christian neighbors, Circassian bandits looted a 
local Orthodox church and Christians’ houses.*® Meanwhile, the advancing 
Russian troops and their supporters among Balkan Christians, as Muslims 
had feared, exacted revenge against not only the baszbozuk but also Turkish, 
Circassian, and Crimean Tatar civilians.*’ 

‘The economic decline of refugee economies paved the way to refugee ban- 
ditry and militarization, but intercommunal tensions did not start with an 
uptick in Circassian robberies in the 1870s. The seeds of discord were sown 
during the refugees’ arrival in the 1860s. Local communities, primarily Bul- 
garians but also Greeks, Serbs, and Muslims, were aggrieved over the loss of 
their land to muhajirs. The Ottoman government may well have regarded the 
miri land as state property, but muhajirs’ neighbors disagreed. Throughout 
the 1860s, farmers from throughout the Balkans sent petitions to regional 


and imperial authorities to complain about their dispossession in favor of 
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refugees. To add insult to injury, the Ottoman authorities typically required 
local peasants to host refugees, build houses for them, sow their first harvest, 
and provide provision for their first year. Bulgarian peasants often pushed 
back, like they did in a marvelously concise petition from Tirnova (Veliko 


Tarnovo) in 1864: 


The government ordered us to provide millet for Circassian muhajirs. In 
our area of the Balkan Mountains, it is difficult and even impossible for the 
following reasons. First, our people do not sow millet; it does not grow here. 
Second, we do not have available fields for millet because all fields are sown 
with other cereals. Third, we do not have enough oxen [to prepare millet 


fields]. Fourth, our men are scattered around Bulgaria looking for work. 


The Bulgarian peasants’ final point hints at how one migration fueled an- 
other. The state’s demands from local communities for the benefit of incom- 
ing refugees forced many Bulgarians to leave. After the Ottomans allotted 
some of their land to Circassians, many Bulgarians moved abroad—to Serbia, 
Romania, and Bessarabia—in search of land and a better life.” 

The Russo-Ottoman War of 1877-78 was a turning point in the relation- 
ship between North Caucasian muhajirs and the Ottoman state. The Ot 
toman government had previously been reluctant to allow muhajirs to join 
the regular army but was now actively recruiting North Caucasians, many of 
whom excelled in horsemanship and had experience in fighting the Russians.”° 
On the Balkan front, about 16,050 Circassian horsemen formed the bulk of 
the Ottoman cavalry.”' The Ottomans also assembled four North Caucasian 
cavalry units, each 1,000 men strong, primarily from muhajirs living around 
Aziziye, Sivas, and Canik.”’ These units, later reorganized into three divisions, 
fought on the Caucasus front. Their division commanders were some of the 
most prominent Ottoman muhajir leaders: Musa Pasa, or Musa Kundukhoy, 
a former tsarist general from Ossetia, who organized the Chechen emigra- 
tion of 1865, and Ghazi Muhammad Pasa, the eldest surviving son of Imam 
Shamil. Several thousand North Caucasian muhajirs helped the Ottoman 
navy to recapture Sukhum on Russia’s Abkhazian coast.”4 

In the final Ottoman decades, the popular perception of who a Circassian 
was would undergo another transformation: from a refugee bandit whom 


the empire could not control to an imperial soldier. After the war of 1877— 
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78, North Caucasian muhajirs became a fixture in the Ottoman army. The 
North Caucasian cavalry of Musa Pasa participated in the suppression of 
the Kurdish revolt of Shaykh Ubeydullah in 1880-81.” North Caucasian of- 
ficers in the Ottoman service were also involved in the creation of the in- 
famous Hamidiye Light Cavalry Regiments in 1890, which were modeled 
after the Cossack troops that had proved effective in Russia’s conquest of the 
Caucasus.”® Military service lifted many North Caucasians out of poverty 
and bound them closer to the Ottoman state. It became a career choice for 
several generations of muhajirs, and hundreds of North Caucasians reached 
high ranks in the military and security apparatus in post-Ottoman Turkey, 
Jordan, and Syria. 

The war of 1877-78 shaped the modern political map of the Balkans. 
The Ottoman Empire had lost the war to Russia and its Romanian, Serbian, 
Montenegrin, and Bulgarian allies. In the Treaty of San Stefano in March 
1878, Russia carved out a massive Bulgarian state, which included much of 
Macedonia and even a sliver of the Aegean coast. Four months later, Britain, 
France, and Austria-Hungary forced Russia to revise the postwar settlement 
in the Treaty of Berlin. The new treaty recognized the independence of Ro- 
mania, Serbia, and Montenegro. The Ottoman Empire ceded the subprov- 
ince of Tulca, within Danube Province, to Romania and the subprovince of 
Nis, within Kosovo Province by 1877, to Serbia. The rest of Danube Province 
became an autonomous principality of Bulgaria, under nominal Ottoman 
sovereignty but de facto independent. The European Powers fashioned the 
new Ottoman province of Eastern Rumelia out of the Edirne subprovinces of 
Filibe (Plovdiv) and Islimye (Sliven). Bulgaria would annex Eastern Rumelia 
in 1885, and their unification would be recognized internationally in 1908, 
when Bulgaria proclaimed its independence. 

By 1878, virtually all North Caucasians fled Danube Province for the 
safety of Ottoman Anatolia or Syria, alongside the retreating Ottoman army 
and thousands of fellow Muslim and Jewish refugees.” In 1878, Russian 
troops remained in Bulgaria, and tsarist authorities took the lead in setting 
up the administration of the new Bulgarian state. The first head of the Rus- 
sian provisional administration in Bulgaria was Vladimir Cherkassky, an 
avowed Pan-Slavist. In a twist of historical irony, he came from a princely 


Circassian family that had converted to Christianity and joined Russian ser- 
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vice in the sixteenth century. In August 1878, Prince Aleksandr Dondukov- 
Korsakov, the new head of the Russian provisional administration, issued an 
order allowing Bulgaria’s Muslims who had fled their homes to return, with 
the sole exception being the Circassians. He justified the ban on Circassian 
return by claiming that Circassians had committed crimes during the war 
and that Bulgaria’s Christian population was likely to exact revenge should 
Circassians return.?* Romania and Serbia also enacted policies that limited 
the return of Muslim refugees.”” North Caucasians were not welcome back. 
The lands vacated by North Caucasian muhajirs became a prized com- 
modity in Bulgaria, Romania, and Serbia. After 1878, the three national gov- 
ernments passed legislation to ensure state ownership over those lands so that 
they could use them for internal colonization. In 1880, the Bulgarian govern- 
ment issued the Law on Circassian and Tatar Lands. While the law allowed 
the possibility of muhajirs’ lands to be returned to private or communal use, 
the government claimed much of the land as state property.’°° Muhajirs, who 
were no longer physically present in Bulgaria, had no legal recourse to re- 
claim their former land, which was in contravention of the Treaty of Berlin’s 
stipulation that Muslim landowners outside of Bulgaria could retain their 
land." The Bulgarian government’s appropriation of abandoned Circassian 
and Tatar lands proved controversial and generated numerous complaints 
from Bulgarian peasants who claimed that the Ottoman government had 
taken those fields and pastures from them by force and demanded that the 
new government in Sofia return their property.’ In southern Dobruja alone, 
after a survey of abandoned Circassian and Tatar lands in 1886, the state 
took control of more than 157,147 déniim of land, over 96 percent of which 
were agricultural fields." The government distributed the lion’s share of the 
land to new Bulgarian immigrants, or preselnitsi, who were returning to their 
“liberated” homeland from different parts of the Ottoman, Romanoy, and 
Habsburg domains." The Bulgarian population in southern Dobruja rose 
from 25 percent in 1874 to 33 percent in 1878 to 48 percent in 1910.'"°> Romania, 
which had assumed control over northern Dobruja after 1878, also earmarked 
the land left behind by Circassians and Abkhazians for new immigrants, 
regulated by the Law Concerning Immovable Property in Dobruja of 1882.'°° 
In 1883, the Romanian government conducted a comprehensive cadastral 


survey to reapportion the land." It allotted 104,550 hectares (258,349 acres) 
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of land, once tilled by muhajirs, to Romanian immigrants who arrived from 
Wallachia, Moldavia, Transylvania, Bessarabia, and Banat.'** The Romanian 
population of northern Dobruja grew from 21 percent in 1878 to 57 percent 
in 1912.' Serbia passed the Law on the Regulation of Agrarian Relations in 
the Newly Liberated Areas of 1880, which enabled the reassignment of the 
lands of Circassian muhajirs and Albanians who had fled the subprovince of 
Nis."° In the following years, Montenegrin and Serbian immigrants from the 
Ottoman and Habsburg empires moved to the new territories. The Serbian 
population in the area increased from 71 percent in 1873 to a staggering 97 
percent in 1884.1" 

By 1878, an entire generation of North Caucasians had grown up in Ot 
toman Europe. They never got to return to the Balkans but did not forget 
their old homes and pastures. We know that if only because, twenty-five years 
since their expulsion from the Balkans, some of them had an opportunity to 
write one last batch of petitions about their land. In the early 1900s, a mixed 
Ottoman-Romanian Refugee Commission (Romanya Muhacirin Komi- 
syonu) was established under the auspices of the Ottoman Foreign Minis- 
try to collect information about Muslims’ abandoned agricultural estates 
in northern Dobruja for compensation from the Romanian government.'” 
The commission invited Ottoman subjects to send their old title deeds, and 
several thousand refugees, including North Caucasians, responded. For ex- 
ample, thirteen households who had once lived in the village of Balabanca, 
twenty-one in Tsiganka, and thirty-seven in Cafarka within Macin District 
asked for compensation for their land. Likewise, fifteen households from the 
Circassian village of Vefikiye within Babadag District requested compensa- 
tion." In their statements, muhajirs gave specific information about the size 
and location of their lost fields and pastures and attached title deeds, which 
they had carefully kept all of those years. Those petitions testify, perhaps, to 
the North Caucasians’ emotional attachment to their former homes but also 
that they had learned important lessons from their experience in the Balkans. 
The land had legal, economic, and social value, and muhajirs’ future in the 


Ottoman Empire depended on their ability to claim and secure the land. 


Muslim refugee resettlement accelerated the collapse of Ottoman rule in the 


Balkans. In the age of the Bulgarians’ national struggle, many Orthodox 
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Slavs understood the settlement of thousands of foreign Muslims as a hostile 
act by Istanbul. For them, Muslim refugees were part of a nefarious plan 
to reinforce Ottoman control over the Balkans. Not only were the political 
circumstances of refugee resettlement troubling, its logistics floundered at an 
early stage. The Ottoman government failed to deliver its key promises, in- 
cluding a sufficient amount of fertile agricultural land and subsidies in cattle, 
grain, and agricultural tools, for refugee economies to take off. As the state 
scaled down its support amid an economic downturn, hundreds of refugee 
villages were in distress. Poverty pushed many muhajirs to commit economic 
crimes against their neighbors and to join gendarmerie or irregular troops. 
Circassian banditry threw many Danubian areas into disarray, further in- 
flaming social relations in the region. Finally, the violent suppression of the 
April Uprising of 1876 by refugee militias gave Russia the pretext it needed to 
redraw the map of the Balkans. By 1878, the Ottoman Empire lost Danube 
Province and, with it, some of the empire’s oldest territories. It was also abun- 
dantly clear to everyone that the Ottoman Empire was on borrowed time in 
its remaining European territories in the central Balkans. 

The short-lived settlement of North Caucasian muhajirs in the Balkans 
had far-reaching consequences. For the Balkan nation-states, the expulsion 
of nonnative North Caucasian Muslims foreshadowed a series of policies 
that diminished their once prominent native Muslim populations to small 
minorities over the course of the twentieth century.’ The Ottoman govern- 
ment also drew conclusions from its troubled resettlement of refugees in the 
Balkans. It learned the demographic value of settling Muslims in frontier 
territories and the military use of a poor and loyal refugee population. It 
also recognized the risk that a lack of support for refugees posed to the social 
order. After 1878, the Ottomans paid closer attention to matters of land allot- 
ment and infrastructural support for muhajirs. The next chapter shows how 
those lessons were put to work. It follows some of the expelled refugees from 
the Balkans to the Levant and examines a different kind of resettlement, one 


that many would find a remarkable success. 


FOUR 


REAL ESTATE AND 
NOMADIC FRONTIER 
IN THE LEVANT 


IN THE LATE 1890S, a young Circassian woman, Sayetkhan bint 
Qurash bin Qoghulug, arrived in the Circassian village of Amman. She was 
a second-generation refugee, born to a family in the Golan Heights that had 
been expelled from the Caucasus in the 1860s and from the Ottoman Bal- 
kans in 1878. She married a fellow Kabardian muhajir and followed him to 
Transjordan, where Circassians set up the southernmost refugee villages in 
the Ottoman Empire. Sayetkhan’s new family worked in agriculture and had 
a penchant for entrepreneurship. It invested profits from grain sale into mon- 
eylending and real estate, purchasing more land and building shops, which 
it sold to Arab merchants who arrived in Amman to trade with refugees and 
bedouin. Within a decade, Sayetkhan and her underage daughter Giil‘azar 
were among the wealthiest muhajirs in Transjordan. Meanwhile, Amman 
turned from a refugee village into a boomtown on the Levant’s nomadic 
frontier. 

This chapter examines the settlement of North Caucasian refugees in the 
Ottoman Levant between 1878 and the outbreak of World War I. It focuses on 
the region of the Balqa’ in central Transjordan. Three of the four largest cities 


in the Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan—Amman, Zarqa, and Rusayfa—were 
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founded by Circassian and Chechen refugees.' Today, Amman is the cap- 
ital of Jordan and, with a population of over four million people, recently 
overtook Tel Aviv, Damascus, Beirut, and Aleppo as the largest city in the 
Levant. Established as a Circassian muhajir village in 1878, Amman became 
a quintessential refugee city, expanding through the arrival of refugees from 
elsewhere: Circassians until 1912, Armenians in 1915-22, Palestinians in 1948 
and 1967, Iraqis after 2003, and Syrians after 2011.” By drawing on Islamic 
court records and Ottoman land registers, this chapter tells the Circassian 
origin story of Amman.’ Circassian refugees in Transjordan took full ad- 
vantage of Ottoman land legislation and new infrastructure to facilitate the 
expansion of the Ottoman state and new forms of market relations into the 
interior Levant. 

North Caucasian villages in Transjordan became thriving economic out- 
posts on the nomadic frontier thanks to the convergence of refugee labor, Le- 
vantine mercantile capital, and access to the bedouin economy. This happened 
gradually: first, by the 1890s North Caucasian muhajirs started registering 
their land in the Ottoman land registry, in accordance with the Ottoman 
Land Code of 1858, entrenching a new Ottoman land regime premised on 
consistent cultivation and taxation on the land. Second, the opening of the 
Damascus-Amman section of the Hejaz Railway in 1903 brought Transjorda- 
nian, Syrian, and Palestinian merchants to Amman, prompting a real estate 
boom. Finally, the prosperity of Amman and other refugee villages, such as 
Wadi al-Sir and Naur, depended on muhajir military alliances and trade with 
surrounding bedouin communities. North Caucasian refugees boosted the 
economy and improved travel security, which helped to strengthen Ottoman 


rule in Transjordan. 


SECOND CIRCASSIAN REFUGEE CRISIS, 1878-80 

The flight of at least 300,000 muhajirs from the Ottoman Balkans during 
the Russo-Ottoman War of 1877—78 turned into the second Circassian ref- 
ugee crisis, in 1878—8o. If the first Circassian refugee crisis, in 1863-65, had 
unfolded on the shores of the Black Sea, the second one engulfed the Aegean 
and Eastern Mediterranean coastlines. Circassian refugees spent months in 
the ports of Varna, Istanbul, Salonica, and Kavala, waiting for ships that 


would take them to safety farther east. Most North Caucasian refugees, 
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alongside Turkish-speaking refugees from the Balkans, were sent to Anatolia, 
especially the provinces of Kastamonu, Aydin, Hiidavendigar (Bursa), and 
Ankara.‘ The Ottoman government sent the rest to the Levantine provinces 
of Damascus and Aleppo, which had been spared the earlier refugee crisis 
because the authorities found it too expensive to send refugees there in the 
1860s. In 1878, as the Ottoman government scrambled to find enough space 
for incoming refugees, it designated all ports between Alexandretta (now 
Iskenderun, Turkey) and Haifa as recipients of North Caucasian muhajirs. 
In February 1878, the first 1.000 Circassian refugees disembarked in Beirut, 
1500 in Acre, and 2,000 in Tripoli. The following month, 8,000 refugees 
arrived in Tripoli alone.> By September 1878, over 45,000 muhajirs, most of 
them Circassians, were present on the Levantine coast; 25,000 of them would 
be resettled in Damascus Province and 20,000 in Aleppo Province.° 

The arrival of thousands of refugees spelled a humanitarian catastrophe 
in Levantine port cities. Accommodation was scarce, and thousands of refu- 
gees slept in mosques, tekkes (Sufi lodges), and army barracks. As those filled 
up, refugees were forced into bazaars and streets.’ Refugees who had already 
experienced the horrors of displacement in 1863-65 had to live through a 
new one. The refugee crisis contributed to food shortages and rising infla- 
tion throughout the Levant. By March 1878, the price of an okka of bread 
in Tripoli reached 175 para, whereas the regular price was 60 para before the 
war. Meanwhile, Ottoman funding for resettlement did not rise alongside 
inflation. The available funds for refugees were so few that, by early 1880, the 
village councils of Jableh and ‘Arab al-Mulk (now in Syria), which hosted over 
2,000 refugees who disembarked in Tripoli and Latakia, could provide food 
to only 10 percent of their refugee population.’ Typhus and smallpox broke 
out and decimated starving refugee communities. By December 1878, sixty 
muhajirs had been dying daily in Tripoli?” 

While many local residents provided humanitarian aid to alleviate ref- 
ugee suffering, some turned against refugees, blaming Circassians for high 
inflation, outbreak of disease, and a purported rise in crime in port cities. 
On separate occasions in 1878, port authorities in Beirut and Acre refused 
new ships with refugees in their ports.'® Fear of refugees, perhaps owing to 
muhajir involvement in the “Bulgarian horrors” of 1876, spread widely. A 


British consul reported a local rumor that, upon leaving Bulgaria, Circassian 
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refugees had abducted Christian girls and sought to sell them into slavery 
in Syria. The Beirut authorities investigated and found only one Christian 
woman living among muhajirs. She claimed to have voluntarily followed a 
young Circassian man by the name of Ismail and wanted to marry him and 
convert to Islam. The governor put her under house arrest, and the Greek 
Orthodox clergy tried to change her mind, to no avail." The Tripoli Chris- 
tians also complained to local consuls that the Circassians had assaulted and 
robbed a Christian merchant. The ensuing investigation found that the afore- 
mentioned merchant was drunk at the time of the incident and harassed a 
Circassian woman, incurring the wrath of her compatriots.'* 

The second Circassian refugee crisis, while breeding misery for many, 
provided financial opportunities for a select few. The Refugee Commission 
largely footed the bill for muhajir expenses, which meant that municipal au- 
thorities could claim reimbursement for their incurred expenses. City coun- 
cils contracted with private vendors to provide services for refugees. Bakers 
supplied tons of bread, pharmacists prescribed medications, and boaters and 
drovers transported refugee families. For example, in 1878, a Tripoli bread 
merchant, Mustafa Aga al-Shermene, received 309,851 kurus for two and a 
half months’ worth of bread and dry biscuits for refugees.’ Contemporary 
observers noted nepotism and embezzlement of funds earmarked for refu- 
gees, as municipalities awarded generous contracts to local businesses on the 
Istanbul money." 

Municipal officials sought to move refugees out of port cities to interior 
locations as soon as possible to open space for new refugees and to prevent 
the further spread of the epidemics. The government would dispatch refugees 
from Beirut to Damascus, from Acre and Haifa to Nablus, from Tripoli and 
Latakia to Homs and Hama, and from Alexandretta to Aleppo. From those 
cities, North Caucasians were sent to surrounding Palestinian and Syrian vil- 
lages, where they waited for several months for the government to find inland 


areas for their permanent settlement. 


REFUGEE RESETTLEMENT IN THE LEVANT 

Several North Caucasian refugee communities settled in the Levant before 
1878. The first Circassians arrived in Syria by sea as early as 1859. They were 
few, and their agricultural villages around Quneitra, Nablus, and Aleppo 
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likely failed.” By 1868, 13,648 Chechens settled in Ra’s al-‘Ayn in northeast- 
ern Syria. They were part of the Russo-Ottoman population transfer of 1865, 
which followed the uprising of 1864 in Chechnya, and came overland via 
Vladikavkaz, Kars, and Mus.'® Around 1872, about 1,000 Circassians and 
400 Dagestanis settled around Homs and Hama and in the Golan Heights.” 
Epidemics and conflicts with nomads took a toll on these early muhajir com- 
munities. By the late 1870s, only 5,000 Chechens remained in Rass al-‘Ayn, 
the rest having perished or moved to Iraq. Only 300-400 people lived in 
Quneitra, and refugee villages around Hama and Nablus lay abandoned." 

‘The second Circassian refugee crisis, in 1878-80, coincided with a change 
in provincial leadership in Syria. Midhat Pasha, who had served as governor 
of Danube Province between 1864 and 1868 and grand vizier during the First 
Constitutional Era in 1876-77, after a brief exile in Europe was appointed 
governor of Damascus Province in 1878. In his career, Midhat Pasha oversaw 
two Ottoman provinces, designated as major resettlement regions, during the 
two Circassian refugee crises. His vision for what muhajirs could do for the 
province remained the same. Midhat Pasha planned to double the revenues 
of Damascus Province by boosting agricultural production on the fertile but 
uncultivated miri lands, especially in southern Syria, and the new refugee 
population, whom he had previously settled as farmers in the Balkans, per- 
fectly fit his agenda.” The resettlement procedure was different the second 
time around. Midhat Pasha must have reflected on what happened in the 
Balkans, and his administration did not settle Muslim refugees into villages 
with other populations, especially Christians, but rather allowed them to 
choose where to settle. North Caucasians either joined their kin in the ref 
ugee villages established before 1878 or founded new villages near rare wells 
and creeks on the outskirts of the Syrian Desert. 

The Ottoman government pursued a more intentional refugee resettle- 
ment strategy after the Treaty of Berlin of 1878. With massive territorial losses 
in the Balkans and Russia’s looming threat in the east, the Ottomans sought 
to fortify their rule in the Arab provinces. The government used the second 
Circassian refugee crisis to place refugees where it wanted them to be. The 
resettlement policy was both religiously conscious, especially in Christian- 
heavy regions of Anatolia, and ethnically conscious in Muslim-majority parts 


of the Levant. North Caucasians, as outsiders with no local allegiances, were 
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expected to help Istanbul to strengthen its authority and even reclaim more 
territory for the state. 

North Caucasian refugees settled in five clusters in the Ottoman Levant: 
Circassian and Chechen villages around Amman in Transjordan; Circassian, 
Chechen, and Ossetian villages around Quneitra in the Golan Heights; Cir- 
cassian, Balkar, and Karachay villages around Marj al-Sultan in the Damas- 
cus area; Dagestani and Circassian villages between Homs and Hama; and 
Chechen villages around Ra’s al-‘Ayn in the Jazira region (see map 3). Circas- 
sians also revived the ancient town of Jerash in Transjordan and established 
the villages of Manbij and Khanasir in northern Syria and of Kafr Kama 
and Rehaniye in Palestine.*? Furthermore, a mixed Circassian, Chechen, and 
Ossetian population settled in northern Syria in Raqqa, a city that would be 
catapulted to global prominence in 2014 as the capital of the self-proclaimed 
Islamic State. Between 1866 and 1908, up to 70,0000 North Caucasians ar- 
rived in the Levant.” 

The North Caucasian resettlement proceeded along the Ottoman no- 
madic frontier in the Levant. Although refugee villages were located at a great 
distance from each other, one could draw a line going through most of them. 
This imaginary line was not random: it went along the western edge of the 
Syrian Desert and separated sedentary Levantine communities from nomadic 
ones. This line at times overlapped with the old pilgrimage caravan route 
connecting Aleppo with Damascus and Medina. The Ottomans pursued 
several interrelated goals in settling muhajirs there: to expand agricultural 
production eastward, to assert state control over nomads’ land, to increase 
travel security in those areas, and—ultimately—to enforce taxation on both 
nomadic communities and nearby fellahin (peasants or villagers) who had 
shirked their responsibilities. 

North Caucasian refugee resettlement in Transjordan was part of the Ot- 
toman strategy to integrate the Levant’s nomadic frontier into the empire by 
encouraging permanent settlement and cultivation of land. The Ottomans 
had claimed sovereignty over this arid region to the east of the Jordan River 
since 1516 but established minimal administrative and military presence there. 
For centuries, shaykhs of powerful bedouin communities exercised real au- 
thority across vast territories to the east of Nablus and to the south of Damas- 


cus. The nomadic frontier went through the region of the Balqa’ in central 


© Circassian village 
e Chechen village 


MEDITERRANEAN 
SEA 


Nablus ® 


Jerusalem 
e 


Bethlehem ® 


Hebron® 


Map 5. Ottoman Transjordan, 1914. 


Damascus 


5 Mansura 
o Quneitra 


o Jerash 
Zarqa' Rivet 
Ruman® 


Salt e 
Fuheis @ 


Wadi al-Sir ° 
Na‘urg 


BALQA’ 


Madaba 


SYRIAN 
DESERT 


10 20 30 mi 


20 30 40 50km 


124 CHAPTER FOUR 


Transjordan, where Arabic-speaking bedouin and fellahin communities long 
lived side by side. The urban population there was limited to the town of Salt, 
beyond which lay the domain of the bedouin.” 

The settlement in late Ottoman Transjordan accelerated in the 1860s, 
when Transjordanian Christian communities started setting up new villages 
in the Balqa’ because of overpopulation or strife in their old towns. Ortho- 
dox Arabs from Salt founded Fuheis and Rumaymin, and Catholic Arabs 
from Karak settled in the ruins of the ancient city of Madaba.*? Bedouin 
communities also established dozens of agricultural estates and villages in an 
attempt to solidify their claims to their ancestral land and to stake out their 
share in agricultural production and trade. Between 1878 and 1914, Muslim 
refugee communities established their own villages, all to the east of Salt (see 
map 5). Turkmens settled in Ruman (1884) and Lajjun (1905).** Circassians 
established Amman (1878), Wadi al-Sir (1880), Jerash (1884), Na‘ur (1901), and 
Rusayfa (1904). Chechens founded Zarga’ (1902), Sukhna (1905), and Sweileh 
(1906).*° By the end of Ottoman rule, between 5,000 and 6,500 North Cau- 


casian muhajirs lived in Transjordan.”° 


THE MAKING OF AMMAN 

The foundation of Amman by Circassians in 1878 has multiple origin sto- 
ries. Although Amman had an illustrious history in antiquity, thriving under 
the Babylonians, Romans, Byzantines, and Umayyads, it laid in ruins by 
the onset of Ottoman rule. It remains unclear how Circassian refugees in 
Amman ended up so far south. Laurence Oliphant, a Victorian traveler who 
surveyed Palestine in order to promote Jewish settlement, visited the Balqa’ 
in 1878 and came upon destitute Circassian refugees in the ruins of Amman’s 
Roman theater mere months after their arrival.*” He believed that the Ot 
toman government had sent them there. Indeed, at that time the Ottomans 
prioritized agricultural development of the Balga’ and even considered cre- 
ating the province of Amman, with the hope that the ruins of the ancient 
city would be settled again.** Amman’s Circassian community preserves an 
alternative origins narrative, namely that Circassians scouted out the area 
and chose it themselves, after which Ottoman provincial officials approved 
the settlement site.” This type of refugee-led settlement was common in the 


Ottoman Levant and is how Chechen muhajirs established their villages 
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in Transjordan.*° Amman’s prime attractions were two precious sources of 
water—Sayl ‘Amman, a stream running through the valley, and the Amman 
springs. The Circassian village grew on the banks of the stream, which dried 
up during the summer. By 1880, only 150 refugees remained of the original 
group of 500 refugees, but the settlement in Amman survived, thanks to 
successive arrivals of new refugees.” 

The village of Amman had an almost exclusively Circassian population 
but remained far from culturally and economically homogeneous, divided 
into four distinct neighborhoods—Shapsugh, Qabartay, Abzakh, and Muha- 
jirin. The first settlers were western Circassians of the Shapsugh community 
who had been expelled from Bulgaria in 1877-78. Some refugee founders 
were survivors of a shipwreck of the Austrian Lloyd’s steamer Sphinx. The 
ship carried Circassian refugees from Kavala to Latakia and caught fire near 
Cyprus, claiming the lives of 500 Circassians.*” The Shapsugh survivors made 
homes in the ruins of Amman’s Roman theater (see figure 3) and the nearby 
caves. Their neighborhood stretched from the theater to the foothills of Jabal 
al-Qal'a and Jabal al-Jofeh. The Shapsughs set up their gardens along Sayl 
‘Amman into the valley and took up pastures to the south and east of the 
village. Kabardians (eastern Circassians) and Abzakhs (western Circassians) 
formed the second group of refugees. They arrived between 1880 and 1892 
and came to be referred as “people of Amman” (ah/ Amman) to differentiate 
them, the core population of the village, from those who came before or 
after them.*? Some of them had been expelled from the Balkans, others ar- 
rived from refugee villages in Anatolia, and later groups came directly from 
the Caucasus. The Qabartay quarter, named after Kabardians, was Amman’s 
largest neighborhood, extending from the old ‘Omari mosque to the southern 
slopes of Jabal al-Qal‘a. The Abzakh quarter, the smallest in size, reached 
the slopes of Jabal Weibdeh and Wadi al-Haddadeh. By 1891, the Shapsugh 
quarter numbered about 120 households, the Qabartay quarter—139 house- 
holds, and the Abzakh quarter—35 households.** The fourth and youngest 
Circassian neighborhood was founded by Kabardians who arrived from the 
Russian Empire in separate parties in 1902, 1904, and 1906-7. They settled at 
a distance from others, near the Amman springs, which gave the Arabic name 
to their quarter, Ra’s al-‘Ayn, although many locals called it Muhajirin.” 


The architecture of early Amman was unlike anything else in the Levant. 
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Figure 3. Ottoman Amman. 


Photograph by the American Colony in Jerusalem, between 1900 and 1920. 
View from the Roman theater toward the Qabartay quarter. Library of 
Congress, Prints and Photographs Division. LC-DIG-matpc-05751. 


Circassians built their houses like they would in the Caucasus, while making 
use of local materials. They took timber from the old oak forest, which once 
grew to the west of Amman, to make long wooden beams that held up the 
ceilings of their houses. Circassians used elaborate carpentry and woodcarv- 
ing techniques. Their houses had a long outside porch that opened into differ- 
ent rooms in an elongated gallery-like floorplan. Many houses had chimneys, 
which were common in the Caucasus but unusual in Transjordan. Circassians 
learned to build house walls of mudbrick, like Transjordanian fellahin, and 
lay roofs with tiles, instead of hay, as was typical back in the Caucasus.°*° In 
1895, Frederick Jones Bliss, an American archaeologist and son of the founder 
of the Syrian Protestant College (now the American University of Beirut), 
complimented the orderly look of Amman: “The town has a neat, thrifty 
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appearance. Every room has a chimney; every house its porch or balcony. The 
yards are nicely swept.”*” 

Muhajirs also transformed the landscape around Amman. When Circas- 
sians arrived, the stunning ruins of Rabbath Ammon, the capital of the King- 
dom of Ammon, later known as Philadelphia under the Romans, were still 
visible above ground. The refugee village grew on top of the ruins, and Cir- 
cassians used the old stones for construction. Within a generation, Rabbath 
Ammon faded away, although the great Roman theater, the Odeon (small 
theater), the Nymphaeum (public fountain), and the Citadel remained un- 
touched. The Circassian village was surrounded by forests of pine, evergreen 
oak, and shrub, which provided refuge to leopards, wolves, and hyenas.** 
Circassians soon denuded forested hills and used the timber to build mills, 
granaries, and ox-drawn wheeled carts.*” The latter were new to the region 
and gave Circassians an edge in agricultural logistics. They built roads con- 
necting their villages with each other and the town of Salt and grew cereals. 
Amman and other villages were surrounded by fields of wheat and barley. The 
Circassians were turning the eastern Balqa’ into bustling farming country. 

The muhajirs’ chief concern was securing their rights to the land. The Ot- 
toman government guaranteed muhajirs the right to free land, but much of 
the land around Amman had already been claimed. Local bedouin commu- 
nities regarded the eastern Balqa’ as their territory, and in 1894 they attacked 
Circassians in Amman and Wadi al-Sir, destroying their crops and uprooting 
their trees.*? Salti notables also laid claims to the land and, between 1889 and 
1892, challenged the district government’s award of 12,000 déniim to recently 
arrived muhajirs. The Saltis involved officials in Damascus and Istanbul, who 
settled the case in their favor.’ When the first land registry in the Balqa’ 
opened in Salt in 1891, Circassians of Amman became some of its earliest 
clients, rushing to formalize and protect their right to the land. 

The new Ottoman land regime, based on the Land Code of 1858, required 
Ottoman subjects to register land in new land registries that were set up 
throughout the empire. The new land regime accorded Ottoman subjects 
an individual title, not communal title, to the land, which accelerated the 
commodification of the land. The land registry recorded land in two types 
of registers: yoklama and da’imi. The yoklama (roll call) registers recorded the 


size of property and levied tax upon registration. Muhajirs did not pay tax 
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during the registration because the land was given to them for free, in accor- 
dance with the Immigration Law of 1857. In contrast, settled Transjordanians 
and bedouin were required to pay taxes when registering land.** The da’ imi 
registers recorded transactions on the land that had already been registered. 
In the Balga’, most agricultural land belonged in the miri category, whereas 
urban property, such as houses, gardens, stables, and caves, belonged in the 
miilk category. During the sale of milk property, a seller transferred the right 
of ownership (Ott. Tur., rakabe; Ar., raqaba) to a buyer. During the sale of 
miri land, one transferred merely the usufruct to that land because the state 
remained the owner of the land; usufruct rights were indefinite and inher- 
itable as long as the land was cultivated and the tithe was paid to the gov- 
ernment. Muhajirs could sell only their usufruct after twenty years of tilling 
the land that they had received for free. They could, however, use their own 
funds to purchase usufruct rights to additional land, which they could then 
resell at any time. 

Before the establishment of the land registry in Salt, property transactions 
were recorded in the town’s shari‘a court. Shari‘a courts did not tax property 
transactions. Thereby, the land registry’s assumption of the shari‘a court’s 
historical function of land registration expanded the state’s control over land 
and tax revenue.*? Yet even in the final Ottoman decades, residents of the 
Balga’, including muhajirs, regarded the court as a legitimate recordkeeper 
of their real estate history and often registered changes in the ownership and 
transfer of land in both the shari‘a court and the land registry. Ottoman 
subjects also went to the shari‘a court, or the new institution of the nizamiye 
court, to settle disputes over land.“4 

Land registers are a valuable source for tracing the transformation of 
property relations and capital in the late Ottoman Empire. Land registers 
were printed in Ottoman Turkish and filled out by a tapu (title deed) official. 
Each da’imi record included information on the land’s category, location, 
size, seller and buyer names, transaction date, cadastral value at time of regis- 
tration, and purchase price. Land registers remain authoritative records about 
land ownership and could be used in litigation, including in hypothetical 
compensation claims. This is why access to many late Ottoman registers has 
been limited, including at Turkey’s General Directorate of Land Registry and 


Cadastre, which holds most Ottoman land records.” Ottoman land regis- 
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ters for Transjordan are preserved in the Department of Land and Survey in 
Amman. Thanks to an unexpected permission from Jordan’s Interior Minis- 
try, I received access to those records, which allowed me to compile a dataset 
of all property transactions by Circassian refugees in and around Amman be- 
tween 1889 and 1913.6 Ottoman land registers certainly have their limitations. 
A prerequisite for every transaction was the willingness of a buyer and a seller 
to place their business on record and pay tax. Land registers also could not 
account for the shadow real estate economy that was based on private agree- 
ments, especially within refugee and bedouin communities. And yet, this 
collection of Amman’s real estate transactions allows extraordinary insight 
into the evolution of the new land regime in the Middle East. 

The earliest yok/ama registrations in Amman occurred in the 1880s, when 
tapu officials from other districts arrived to formally register the land that 
had been allotted to Shapsugh and Kabardian residents.” The opening of 
the land registry in Salt commenced mass land registration in the Shapsugh, 
Qabartay, and Abzakh quarters in 1893.** Circassian families also staked land 
outside of their villages, by the Amman springs, with fourteen households 
registering a total of 805 déniim in 1893 and seventeen households registering 
1,650 déniim in 1897.” When new Kabardian muhajirs arrived and settled by 
the springs in 1902, little agricultural land was left for them. Tensions over 
land tenure ran high in Amman’s Circassian community, and new immi- 
grants traveled to the provincial capital of Damascus to complain about their 
mistreatment by fellow Circassians to the governor.”’ In 1906, another round 
of land registration took place. In the Qabartay quarter, 136 households each 
registered a house of 190 arsin (1,166 square feet), a garden of 400 arsin (2,454 
square feet), and 70 déniim of agricultural land." By then, new Circassian 
immigrants were taking up land around Amman’s hills, including in the area 
of ‘Abdoun, which has some of Jordan’s most expensive real estate today. The 
final round of Circassian registration of land in Amman occurred in 1912.” 

The Circassian villages were soon integrated into the Levantine networks 
of capital. The chief commercial attraction of the Balqa’ was cheap grain that 
had a ready market for consumption or resale in Damascus, Jerusalem, and 
Nablus. The main grain-producing area in the Levant was Hawran, now in 
southern Syria and northern Jordan. The cultivation of Hawrani wheat went 


up in the wake of increased European demand during the Crimean War of 
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1853-56 and poor harvests in Britain and France in the early 1860s. Syrian 
landowners and merchants then made a profit on the rising price of grain on 
global markets. The Long Depression crushed the prices and demand for Le- 
vantine grain, which contributed to social unrest in the Hawran between the 
1860s and 1890s. By the 1890s, the fortunes of Syrian grain producers and 
merchants rebounded thanks to the domestic market. The booming Levan- 
tine cities of Jaffa, Haifa, Beirut, Nablus, and Damascus drove the demand 
for Levantine grain. Yet the production of wheat in the fertile Hawran plain 
had long been dominated by Damascene landowning families. A fierce com- 
petition for slim profits in the 1870s and 1880s pushed grain merchants to 
develop new supply chains, including in the Balqa. Urban merchants had 
previously been wary of investing in central Transjordan, with its small farm- 
ing population and bedouin hold on the best land. The settlement of North 
Caucasian refugees and the establishment of private agricultural estates raised 
the investment potential of the Balqa’ for Levantine merchants.” 

The first Arab investment in Amman came from the nearby town of 
Salt. In the early 1890s, Raghib bin ‘Abd al-Qadir Shammut, a Salti mer- 
chant and moneylender, bought four shops in the Shapsugh quarter for 2,300 
kurus each.” Salti investors in Amman also came from al-Kurdi, Malhas, 
al-Mashini, al-Musharbash, al-Raghib, and al-Zamat families. Salti mer- 
chants lent money to fellahin and bedouin of the Balqa’, some of whom even- 
tually defaulted on their obligations and handed over their land. Meanwhile, 
Saltis resold the Balga’ grain to their trade partners in Nablus and Jerusalem. 
The arrival of Salti business commenced the transformation of the village 
of Amman into a small town. Amman became the entrepét of agricultural 
production in the eastern Balga, now linked via Salti merchants to networks 
of capital in eastern and northern Palestine. 

The fortunes of Amman grew with the construction of the Hejaz Rail- 
way, which connected the town to Damascus in 1903 and Medina in 1908.” 
The railway followed the old pilgrimage caravan route. The Hejaz Railway, 
built as part of the Ottoman efforts to “modernize” the hajj, was the only 
railway ever funded solely by Ottoman capital.** A journey from Damascus 
to Amman, which previously took several days in a heavily armed caravan, 
could now be completed in thirteen hours, with Turkish coffee or Arabic 


tea served on demand.” The Hejaz Railway placed the southernmost refugee 
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villages in the empire within the Levantine railway grid. The agricultural 
products of the Balqa’ could now be delivered, through the railway extension 
in Dar‘a, to Haifa and, via the French-built Syrian railway network, to Beirut, 
Homs, Tripoli, and Aleppo. The Hejaz Railway accelerated the economic 
transformation of central and northern Transjordan, laying the infrastruc- 
tural foundation of the modern Jordanian state. 

After the opening of the Hejaz Railway, Levantine investment in Am- 
man’s real estate increased dramatically. Previously, local Circassians and 
Salti merchants owned most shops in town. Between 1904 and 1909, Dam- 
ascene merchants alone purchased thirteen shops, or 43 percent of all shops 
sold in this period (see table 5). In the Qabartay quarter, the average price of a 
shop rose from 543 kurus in the 1890s to 1,580 kurus in 1901-3, to 4,086 kurus 
in 1904-9, and to 6,839 kurus in 1910-12.°° Damascene merchants brought 
the needed capital to facilitate the bulk purchase and export of the Balga’ 
grain out of Amman. 

Many Syrian merchants who invested in shops in Amman operated from 
the Maydan district of Damascus, which specialized in southern Syrian mar- 
kets, and came with a wealth of experience in buying grain in the Hawran 
and trading with Druze and bedouin communities.“ Central Transjordan 
was a natural geographic extension of their already existing market of supply 
and demand. Many merchants invested in agricultural estates in the Balqa’, 
purchasing land from bedouin shaykhs and employing local bedouin and 
fellahin as sharecroppers. Damascenes, Nabulsis, and Saltis often partnered 
with each other, when buying shops and stables from local Circassians. 
Damascene families that entered the Amman real estate market included al- 
Bostanji, al-Halawani, Hatahet, al-Khayr, al-Qassar, al-Qattan, al-Rabbat, 
al-Sadi, al-Shami, and al-Smadi.® The arrival of Syrian capital signaled that 
the Balqa’ was open for business on a new scale, further accelerating an influx 
of investment from elsewhere. Thus, the ‘Asfur and Zaqdah from Nablus 
and al-Kiswani from around Jerusalem bought real estate in Amman in the 
1900s.% 

Arab merchants purchased not only shops but also houses, and many 
relocated to Amman (see table 6). The opening of the Hejaz Railway com- 
menced a boom in residential property values. Before 1903, houses in Amman 


rarely sold for more than 2,000 kurus. By the early 1910s, Damascene and 


Buyers 1891-95 1896-99 1900-03 1904-09 1910-12 
Circassians 6 2 9 4 
Levantine merchants 
from Salt 4 5 3 6 
from Damascus 13 Z 
from Nablus 1 2 
from Jerusalem area 4 
Total 4 6 7 30 19 


Table 5. Shops purchased in Amman, 1891-1912. 


All sellers were Circassians. 


Buyers 1889-95 1896-99 1900-03 1904-09 1910-12 
Circassians 4 6 4 
Transjordanian bedouin 4 1 
Levantine merchants 
from Salt 2 2 3 2.5 1.5 
from Damascus 9.5 8.5 
from Nablus 1 S) 
Total 2 2 7 23 18 


Table 6. Houses purchased in Amman, 1889-1912. 


Most sellers were Circassians. Saltis started reselling houses in 1903, 
and Damascenes started in 1907. Several houses were purchased 


by partnerships of merchants from different cities. 


Sources: DLS Defters 5/1/1, 7/1/1, 10/1/1, 18/1/1, 19/1/1, 30/1/2, 31/1/2, and 32/1/2; an expanded dataset 
from Hamed-Troyansky, “Making of Amman,” 612. 
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Nabulsi families, such as Hatahet, Darwish, al-Smadi, al-Sukkar, and ‘Asfur, 
paid 10,000 kurus or more for their family residences in the Shapsugh and 
Abzakh quarters.°! Bedouin shaykhs also purchased houses in Amman as an 
investment vehicle or as guest houses for their tribal members who visited the 
town for business. Thus, in 1912, Shaykh Idris, son of Shaykh Rajab, bought 
a property in the Abzakh quarter for 5,430 kurus.” 

‘The rise of Amman led to the emergence of wealthy Circassian landown- 
ers. Circassian muhajirs built their initial capital through the export of wheat. 
‘They used the profits from grain sale to purchase cattle from the bedouin, 
which helped them to expand their arable fields. Many families invested 
new profits into purchasing more land. By the 1900s, muhajirs would make 
a handsome profit by selling their land to Syrian and Palestinian merchants 
and further reinvesting into real estate. Circassian families, such as Khurma, 
Qursha, and Matkari, not only built and purchased shops, thereby establish- 
ing themselves in local trade, but also entered into partnerships with Arab 
merchants.®° Entrepreneurial Circassian families usually belonged to the 
Shapsugh and Kabardian communities that arrived early and secured the best 
land in the area. Nevertheless, although still owning some of the best land 
in Amman, Circassian families could not compete with the Arab merchants’ 
capital and access to the large markets of Damascus and Nablus.” 

By the outbreak of World War I, Amman was a thriving Circassian town 
of 3,000-5,000 people.® It was a district center with its own government 
office, a postal and telegraph station, and a textile factory.” In March 1921, 
‘Abdullah bin al-Hussein, of the Hashemite family, which led the Arab 
Revolt against the Ottoman Empire, arrived in Amman. He would soon be 
proclaimed the ruler of the Emirate of Transjordan (1921-46) and then the 
Hashemite Kingdom of Transjordan (after 1946, and of Jordan since 1949). 
Amman was by no means the largest town in the country, but what served 
the Hashemites well was its strategic location on the Hejaz Railway, its access 
to Syrian and Palestinian merchant capital, its proximity to the Bani Sakhr 
who became Emir ‘Abdullah’s early allies, and its distance from other Trans- 
jordanian powerholders.”” Amman was officially confirmed as Transjordan’s 
capital city in 1928. A non-Arab refugee town, where people spoke Circassian 
on the streets well into the 1920s, became the capital of a new Arab state.”! 


When the Hashemites first entered Amman, the first generation of Circassian 
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refugees who had sheltered in the ruins of the Roman theater and in nearby 


caves in 1878 may have still been alive. 


SAYETKHAN’S FAMILY HISTORY 

This chapter’s opening story about the Circassian woman Sayetkhan bint 
Qurash bin Qoghuluq gives us rare insight into the life of upper-status Cir- 
cassians in Ottoman Amman. Sayetkhan was born in one of the villages 
founded by Circassian refugees in the Golan Heights after their expulsion 
from the Balkans.” Sometime in the mid-1890s, she married Hajj Hamid bin 
Hajj Islam, from a wealthy Kabardian family in Amman. It was common 
for Circassians in Jordan to seek a marital partner among Circassians in 
the Golan Heights well into the twentieth century.” They married in Qu- 
neitra (now in Syria) and then left for Amman. The couple had two children, 
daughter Giil‘azar and son ‘Azir. We do not have papers or photographs of 
this family, and even their family name seems lost to history. What remains 
is an extensive legal record that Sayetkhan and her loved ones left in Salt’s 
shari‘a court and land registry. 

Sayetkhan’s husband Hajj Hamid died in 1899, shortly after the birth of 
their son. Their two children inherited a large land portfolio, which included 
eleven plots of land around Amman totaling 1,258 déniim at the cadastral 
price of 30,490 kurus.“ Hajj Hamid’s family must have purchased much of 
this land from the bedouin with their profits from grain sale. The family also 
owned six shops in the Qabartay quarter. In 1901, Sayetkhan’s father-in-law 
and the family’s patriarch Hajj Islam passed as well. His death sparked a 
series of lawsuits that exposed tensions among grieving relatives and scandal- 
ized Amman’s Circassian community. 

Shortly after the patriarch’s death, ‘Amr Efendi, a relative acting on behalf 
of the family, filed a lawsuit against Sayetkhan. He accused the widow of 
concealing valuable items from the inventory of her late husband’s property. 
She allegedly hid 20 French liras, 500 kile (28,285 pounds) of barley, two wool 
mattresses, two silk blankets, a copper dining table, a prayer rug, three car- 
pets, a sewing machine, a harness, seven saddlebags, and a cow. The family 
accused her of intentionally lowering her own children’s inheritance of Hajj 
Hamid’s estate. The court stripped Sayetkhan of her guardianship rights over 
her five-year-old daughter and two-year-old son. Sayetkhan then hired a Cir- 
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cassian lawyer, Jawad Bey, as her defense attorney. Jawad Bey, born in Russia’s 
Kuban region, was educated in Istanbul, briefly lived with the rest of his 
muhajir family in central Anatolia, and only recently arrived in Amman. His 
family members are the protagonists of the next chapter. Sayetkhan may have 
chosen him because, like her, he was an outsider in Amman’s established Cir- 
cassian community. Jawad Bey insisted in court that his client was innocent: 
Sayetkhan had put ‘Amr Efendi in charge of conducting the inventory, and 
he must have omitted property, which remained in the house, on purpose. 
Moreover, Sayetkhan accused ‘Amr Efendi of embezzling rent from her late 
husband’s seven shops for the last two and a half years. The court, upon re- 
viewing Sayetkhan’s claims, kept its earlier verdict.” 

‘Amr Efendi then initiated a lawsuit against the Circassian imam of Am- 
man’s community, Hajj Shab Efendi bin Tahir bin Durug. The late Hajj 
Islam had given the imam 60 Ottoman liras and 20 French liras as zakat to 
distribute to people in need. ‘Amr Efendi claimed that the family patriarch 
had turned insane toward the end of his life and that therefore the transac- 
tion should be considered invalid and the money should be returned. The 
imam denied that the community’s benefactor was mentally incapacitated 
and claimed that he had already distributed the money. ‘Amr Efendi then 
summoned two witnesses to testify in court. Their job was to cast doubt on 
the sanity of the late Hajj Islam. They both recalled how “Hajj Islam entered 
the running stream, by his village, naked. People who were passing by, old 
and young, told him that it was shameful. He replied to them that it was not 
shameful.” The Ottoman judge, upon hearing about skinny-dipping, asked 
two prominent members of Amman’s Circassian community, a muhtar and 
another imam, to vouch for the trustworthiness of the two witnesses. They 
reported that the two witnesses should not be trusted. The judge then dis- 
missed the unflattering testimonies and ruled that the plaintiff had no right 
to claim money from the defendant.”° Accusing one’s own deceased patriarch 
of insanity and reclaiming zakat from an imam, as well as inviting an Ot 
toman court to adjudicate this sensitive matter, certainly suggests a deep rift 
within the family and in its relationship with others. 

The following day, the family was back in court. The judge read Hajj 
Islam’s will to the family in the presence of two men: Jawad Bey, Sayetkhan’s 


attorney, and Muhammad Agha, a cousin of Hajj Hamid who arrived in 


136 CHAPTER FOUR 


Amman from Anatolia to take care of family business. The patriarch’s under- 
age daughter, Khadija, and two grandchildren, Giil‘azar and ‘Azir, inherited 
all his property. All household items, farm animals, recent harvest, and un- 
collected debts were painstakingly detailed in an inventory (see table 7). 

The family that Sayetkhan had married into was among the wealthiest in 
Amman. Notably, like most muhajirs, this family derived much of its income 
from agriculture. About 58 percent of the inheritance was in harvested wheat, 
barley, bulgur, and fennel, likely slated for export. The listing of “Tyghene(f),” 
daughter of ‘Abdullah, as a female slave in the inventory (table 7) with her de- 
clared value of 180 kurus, less than half of a sewing machine, is jarring. Amid 
a dozen court records involving the family of her mistresses and masters, her 
name appears only once, in this inventory of property. We can only guess 
what her fate was in Sayetkhan’s or Khadija’s households. 

The following year, Sayetkhan married Muhammad Agha, her late hus- 
band’s cousin from Anatolia. She might have been married off by her in-laws 
who wished to rein her in, or she might have married him to find a new foot- 
ing in her late husband’s family. Shortly thereafter, she regained legal guard- 
ianship over her two children, which she shared with her new husband, but it 
was Muhammad Agha whom the judge had appointed as the sole custodian 
of the children’s wealth. Muhammad Agha swore to manage their wealth in 
the best interests of his stepchildren, namely “to preserve what ought to be 
preserved and to sell what it is feared might be damaged.””” 

Muhammad Agha used the children’s inheritance for moneylending. He 
lent 27,799 kurus to two men: the aforementioned ‘Amr Efendi and his busi- 
ness partner Said bin Khayr bin Abu Qura, a Damascene merchant and one 
of the largest moneylenders in Salt.’”* They obliged to repay the loan, with in- 
terest, within nine months. As the Balqa’ real estate and trade were booming, 
well-off Circassians could grow their capital by moneylending to moneylend- 
ers. Muhammad Agha also lent 9,425 kurus to Sayetkhan’s attorney Jawad 
Bey, in cash and in residential property.” 

Sayetkhan’s second wedding bliss, if there had been one, was short-lived. 
Several months later, Sayetkhan sued her new husband over her dower from 
her first marriage. Sayetkhan’s dower, promised by the late Hajj Hamid, 
constituted 240 Ottoman liras, including an advance payment (Ar., mahr 


muajjal or mugaddam) and a deferred one (Ar., mahr muajjal or muakhkhar), 


Value, Value, 
Quantity Property kurus Quantity Property kurus 
Furniture and household items Circassian harness 
1 . 720 
9 Carpets 1,573 with saddle 
5 Rugs 301 1 Silver dagger 720 
2 Silk blankets 74 [eel 
1 Sewing machine 435 l Mechanical clock 500 
: = ic 2 Qaradagh roses (?) 
= ; i iG 1 Birdcage chair 48 
: —— = e 6 Saddlebags 290 
ae Agricultural products and farm animals 
33 Pillows ~ Wh 7650 
5 Mattresses 628 1,530 sa sea 
7 Blankets 1,581 sa Barley 5,102.5 
2 Carpets 250sa Wheat 
8 Teacups 250 84sa° Barley 1,018 
6 Spoons 25 sa‘ Burghul 
1 Copper tray 500sa° _ Barley, fennel 1,000 
5 Copper dishes 90 
7 Tin dishes Wheat, barley 82 
2 Conpeeiies 73 sa Cheese 292 
1 Copper pitcher 50 1 Calf 106 
2 Bowls 2 Oxen 
6 Spoons 2 Gass 1,360 
1 Copper pitcher 2 Donkeys 192 
1 Tin pitcher 180 1 Agricultural cart 
3 Copper cauldrons ra eee eee 
2 Dining tables 8 Ottoman liras 
2 Wooden chests 144 5 French liras, in 1,607.5 
4 Saddlebags cach 
1 Copper tray 81 Loan due (wheat 
: 357 
6 Curtains and barley) 
HI 95 
2 Oil lamps Loan due 96.5 
1 ei chain 15 Slave 
23 Glass beads Tyehaneto bine = 
1 Hand plough 110 “Abdullah 
4 Chinese-style pots 
2 Copper pots 87 Total 25,583 kurus 20 para 
2 Frying pans 


Table 7. Inventory of Hajj Islam’s inheritance, 1901. 


Source: CDM Defter Salt 6, f. 53 (3 saban 1901, 15 November 1901). 
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typically paid upon a husband’s death or upon divorce. In both shari‘a law 
and Circassian customary law, the dower belonged exclusively to the wife. In 
practice, it was rarely separated from the household value. Sayetkhan resorted 
to a lawsuit to reclaim that value out of her late husband’s estate, which her 
new husband now controlled.*° The court placed the burden of proof on the 
claimant. Jawad Bey, as Sayetkhan’s attorney, brought forward five witnesses 
who had been present at the signing of the marriage contract: two Circas- 
sians from Amman and three Circassians from the Golan Heights. ‘The latter 
confirmed her late husband’s pledge of 240 Ottoman liras. In the absence of 
evidence that Sayetkhan ever received that money, the court ordered Mu- 
hammad Agha to pay the old dower to his wife out of her first husband’s 
estate.*' Sayetkhan, who had initially been maligned in the Salt shari‘a court, 
now used the court to get her due. 

By the early twentieth century, North Caucasian muhajirs, including ref 
ugee women, commonly sought justice by going to court. Muhajir trust in 
this Ottoman institution built over time. Circassian names start appearing 
in the registers of the Salt shari‘a court around 1890-91." At first, muhajirs 
came to court to register their marriages or to contest property with a non- 
Circassian party, typically a Salti merchant. Within a decade, muhajirs ac- 
tively went to court to legitimize their economic transactions, especially the 
transfer of usufruct rights to the land, or to solve economic disputes within 
the Circassian community. The court even employed a Circassian transla- 
tor for those muhajirs who did not speak Arabic.*? Between 1901 and 1903, 
34 percent of all court cases in Circassian villages concerned inheritance, 25 
percent—the repayment of loans, and 23 percent—the sale of or dispute over 
property.’ Circassian women regularly brought their husbands, brothers, 
and uncles to court to reclaim a dower or to contest an unfair division of in- 
heritance. By then, muhajirs began to appear as witnesses in lawsuits between 
their Arab neighbors, as the court helped them to solidify their position as a 
trustworthy partner and part of the socioeconomic fabric of the Balqa’.” 

Shari'a court records, while providing a remarkable snapshot of refugees’ 
lives, reveal as much in their silences. Circassians proved willing to expose 
their economic affairs to the court, but most aspects of their social life re- 
mained hidden from outsiders. For muhajirs, the Ottoman system of justice 


coexisted with customary law, or adat, which North Caucasians had been 
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practicing for centuries. Muhajirs brought with them an extensive oral tradi- 
tion of adjudicating all manners of family and criminal law. Muhajir elders, 
through the institution of village councils, took upon themselves to police 
social mores and to dispense justice as it used to be done in the Caucasus.*° 
Shari‘a courts logged few criminal incidents, such as theft, within muha- 
jir communities because such transgressions would typically be handled in- 
house. Likewise, the Salt court adjudicated many conflicts over land between 
muhajirs and Levantine merchants but few between muhajirs and bedouin. 
Altercations between refugees and nomads had serious repercussions for the 
safety of both communities and were typically resolved through direct nego- 
tiation or mediation by local powerholders. 

Sayetkhan’s story, known to us through ledgers and court records, ends 
abruptly in the late 1900s. Her son, ‘Azir, died, and she inherited his shares 
in the agricultural estate of 1,258 déniim.*” Sayetkhan died shortly thereaf- 
ter. Everything that she owned was divided equally between Giil‘azar, her 
oldest daughter, and Najiya, Sayetkhan’s daughter with Muhammad Agha.** 
In 1909-10, the two heiresses re-registered all land in their names and had 
the Salt land registry reevaluate the cadastral value of their real estate. Much 
of their land was appraised at over 100 kurus per déniim, making it among 
the most expensive land around Amman.” Then, in 1912, Giil‘azar came of 
age and inherited over two-thirds of the remaining estate of her late father. 
The remaining shares, which must have been reserved for Sayetkhan, were 
divided between her second daughter, her siblings, and her second husband’s 
family.” Of the nine beneficiaries, seven were women. ‘The estate included a 
sixteen-room residence, which was the largest house on record in Ottoman 
Amman and evaluated at 12,500 kurus, and six shops, appraised at 3,000- 
5,000 kurus each. The properties lay in the Qabartay quarter, adjacent to the 
main road connecting Damascus to Medina. By then, Sayetkhan’s daughter 
Giil‘azar was one of the richest women in the Balqa’, and her agricultural and 
urban holdings were the largest, on record, of any resident in Amman. 

Giil‘azar and her family sold the properties to Yusuf al-Sukkar, a scion of 
al-Sukkar house, a Salti family that was well-established in Transjordanian 
commerce and politics. After the Young Turk Revolution of 1908, al-Sukkar 
was elected to the lower house of the Ottoman Assembly as a Greek Ortho- 


dox representative. Al-Sukkar offered Giil‘azar and her relatives a sum that 
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almost tripled the cadastral value of the property: 9,000-15,000 kurus for 
each of the six shops and 32,340 kurus for the sixteen-room house.” ‘The sale 
of the property is the last Ottoman land record that involves this Circassian 
family. The family had no male heirs. Sayetkhan’s daughters, Giil‘azar and 
Najiya, likely married into Amman’s other prominent families. Yet the legacy 
of this family lives on, linked to that of al-Sukkar, which epitomizes the 
Circassian-Levantine genealogy of Ottoman Amman. Today, most tourists 
to Amman are familiar with the Husseini Mosque, at the very heart of down- 
town. To the east of the mosque lies Sug al-Sukkar. This market, one of the 
oldest in the city, started with the shops that Sayetkhan’s in-laws had built to 
serve Amman’s Kabardian refugees and that Sayetkhan’s daughter Giil‘azar 
and her eight relatives had sold before World War I. 


REFUGEES ON THE NOMADIC FRONTIER 
The growth of Amman rested not only on the Hejaz Railway and Levantine 
merchant investment but also on relations that Amman’s Circassians had 
forged with Transjordanian bedouin. The Ottoman government employed a 
range of policies toward the empire’s nomadic populations. What remained 
consistent was the drive to make nomads more legible for Ottoman bureau- 
cracy, including enumerating their property and turning them into taxpaying 
subjects.” In Transjordan, Muslim refugees helped to advance that strategy. 
The establishment of muhajir villages prompted the bedouin to preemptively 
register their land to ensure that the Ottomans not reassign it to refugees. 
Amman lay in the territories of two rival bedouin communities: the 
‘Adwan, who led the Balqawiyya tribal confederation, and the Bani Sakhr.” 
In 1879, within a year of arrival of the first Circassian refugees, the ‘Adwan, 
‘Abbad, ‘Ajarma, and Daja bedouin registered about 56,780 déniim in the 
vicinity of Amman.” In the following year, Midhat Pasha’s government in 
Damascus issued a landmark decision against the Bani Sakhr in their dispute 
with the Christian community of Karak over the land that would become the 
village of Madaba in the southern Balqa’. The government reaffirmed that, 
in accordance with the Ottoman Land Code of 1858, nomads could preserve 
title to their land only if they registered it with the authorities and paid tax on 
it for the last three years.” The government had the right to recategorize the 
miri land as mahlul (escheated land) and reassign it to others if the land laid 
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uncultivated for three years.° The provincial government's readiness to hand 
over nomadic territories to muhajirs forced bedouin to register their land 
and to set up agricultural estates. In the 1880s, Sattam al-Fayiz, leader of the 
most powerful clan of the Bani Sakhr, registered large tracts of fertile land in 
central Transjordan.”’ By the late nineteenth century, nomadic communities 
registered hundreds of thousands of déniim around new muhajir villages. 
Eugene L. Rogan aptly described this process as bedouin’s “defensive regis- 
tration” of land, which helped them to preserve their claims to their historical 
territories and significantly expanded agricultural production on Syria’s no- 
madic frontier.”* The phenomenon was not limited to the Levant. Through- 
out the empire, the settlement of North Caucasian muhajirs prompted local 
communities to rush to register their usufruct rights to the land in new land 
registries, thereby assenting to state taxation and the new land regime based 
on the Land Code of 1858.” 

The Bani Sakhr initially opposed the Circassian settlement but then made 
a deal with muhajirs against their bedouin rivals in the Balqawiyya tribal 
confederation.’ In the late 1890s, the Bani Sakhr and the Circassians con- 
cluded a defensive alliance that required each party to support the other in 
case of attack by rival bedouin communities.” This alliance bolstered the 
security of travel and commerce in central Transjordan and is still commem- 
orated by both communities; it was even symbolically renewed in 2013.1 

The Circassians’ alliance with the Bani Sakhr allowed Amman’s market- 
place to become an important regional trading hub, where Transjordanian 
bedouin brought their grain and cattle for sale. Muhajirs served as interme- 
diaries who marketed bedouin products for export. An Anglican missionary 
wrote in 1893 that “most of the corn of the Belka [Balqa’] is brought here, and 
afterwards sent in charge of Circassians to Jerusalem.”! Oral history confirms 
that local Circassians established connections with merchants in Jerusalem 
and traveled to Palestine to trade in wheat, barley, timber, and coal; those ties 
survived into the emirate era.’ In the early twentieth century, Syrian and 
Palestinian merchants favored Amman as an investment destination partially 
because it provided access to the large pastoral economy of the Bani Sakhr. 

The alliance with the Bani Sakhr helped Circassians to weather their con- 
flict with the Balqawiyya tribal confederation, locally known as the Balqa- 
wiyya war, in 1910. The conflict erupted, reportedly, when bedouin attacked 
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a local Circassian landowner and kidnapped his children. With communal 
honor at stake, Amman’s Circassian men mobilized for an assault on the 
Balqawiyya bedouin. The roots of the conflict lay in the contestation of land 
ownership and access to water in the eastern Balqa’. By the 1900s, Amman’s 
Circassians had been taking up land far outside of their village, which many 
Balqawiyya bedouin saw as provocation. The Bani Sakhr mediated the con- 
flict, which ended in a peace agreement between the two parties.'” 

The conflict between the Circassians and the Balqawiyya tribal confed- 
eration was one among many on the Levant’s nomadic frontier. For nomadic 
and seminomadic communities, muhajirs were settlers whom the Ottoman 
government sent to occupy their lands. In the provinces of Damascus and 
Aleppo, bedouin lost hundreds of thousands of déniim to muhajirs because 
the former did not have tapu papers or could not pay back taxes to retain their 
title to the land. Correspondingly, muhajirs and bedouin clashed over land 
throughout the Levant. Near Ra’s al-‘Ayn in northeastern Syria, Chechens 
and Karabulaks fought with two tribal confederations, the Shammar and 
the ‘Anaza.'°° In the Aleppo region, Circassians of Manbij clashed with the 
Abu Sultan and Bani Sa‘id bedouin, and Circassians of Khanasir feuded with 
the ‘Anaza bedouin."” Near Homs and Hama, Circassians fought with the 
Fawaira bedouin, prompting the Ottomans to intervene and mediate a peace 
settlement.’ 

The North Caucasians’ most serious conflict occurred with the Druze in 
the Golan Heights in southwestern Syria. Circassians settled the village of 
Quneitra in 1873, and after 1878 they established twelve villages between the 
Druze-dominated Mount Hermon and Jabal al-Duruz. In later years, muha- 
jirs from Kabarda, Ossetia, and Chechnya founded new villages in the Golan 
Heights.’ The arrival of refugees launched a conflict over usufruct and graz- 
ing rights to the land, ever so precious in the volcanic topography of the 
Golan Heights. Skirmishes between muhajirs and the Druze started in 1881 
when about 600 Druze carried out the first raid against the Circassian village 
of Mansura." In 1894, several Druze men attacked and looted a Circassian 
caravan, killing a Circassian woman. This incident escalated to new clashes, 
culminating in the Druze siege of Mansura. Hiisrev Pasha, the Circassian 
head of gendarmerie of Damascus Province, brought his regiment and, on 


behalf of the Ottoman government, forced the two parties into negotiations 
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and eventually into a truce. The Ottomans compelled Druze elders to issue an 
apology and pay restitution of 1,000 Ottoman liras to the Circassians." The 
coerced truce did not last long. In 1895, a 3,000-strong Druze force attacked 
the village of Mansura for the third time. For the Druze, a clash with Circas- 
sians was part of their larger conflict with the Ottoman government. In the 
same year, the Druze of Hawran had declared a rebellion against Ottoman 
authority, in part resisting the reintroduction of conscription, and had raided 
several Muslim and Christian villages in the area."” The Druze perceived 
the settlement of Circassians in the Golan Heights as a new Ottoman ploy 
to police, dispossess, and (over)tax them. The Druze of the Golan Heights 
received reinforcements from fellow Druze militias in Mount Lebanon and 
Jabal al-Duruz in southern Syria. The Circassians fought alongside al-Fadl 
bedouin, with whom they previously clashed over pasture rights but with 
whom they concluded a defensive alliance fifteen years earlier. Their joint 
forces numbered 2,000 men. The Circassian-bedouin alliance nearly lost the 
battle, but the tide turned in their favor when Ottoman reinforcements ar- 
rived from Damascus, this time headed by another Circassian, Mirza Wasfi, 
with additional troops from Beirut. The Ottoman forces pursued the Druze 
across the Golan Heights and burned down Majdal Shams and other Druze 
villages.'? By intervening militarily on the side of muhajirs, the Ottoman 
government sent a clear signal throughout the region that, if needed, it would 
protect the muhajirs’ right to the land because that also meant defending 
the state’s authority to allot miri land to whomever it saw fit. Circassian skir- 
mishes with Druze and bedouin over land in the Golan Heights continued 
into the early twentieth century.!4 

Mirza Wasfi, whose Circassian gendarmerie from Damascus helped Cir- 
cassians to win a war against the Druze, would later become a military leader 
of Amman’s Circassian community. His career underscores the importance 
of North Caucasian transregional connections and muhajirs’ militariza- 
tion. Mirza Wasfi was born in Russia and grew up as a muhajir in Otto- 
man Bulgaria. He joined the Ottoman military in 1873 and fought in the 
Serbian-Ottoman wars of 1876—78 and the Russo-Ottoman War of 1877-78. 
Following the Ottoman loss of the northern Balkans, he was reassigned to 
the Arab provinces. He participated in the suppression of the “Urabi Revolt 


of 1879-82 in Egypt and was then posted to Damascus, where he recruited 
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a Circassian militia. He briefly served as the head of gendarmerie in Beirut, 
Hawran, Mecca, and Yemen. Finally, he moved to Transjordan, where he 
again put together a Circassian militia, which enhanced the security of Ot 
toman Amman.'” Seasoned in fighting the bedouin, Amman’s Circassians 
emerged as one of the most effective troops in the southern Levant and one 
explicitly in the service of the Ottoman state as zaptiye. The Circassian zaptiye 
protected the Hejaz Railway, enforced taxation in the area, and assisted the 
Ottomans in suppressing the Karak Revolt of 1910." 

Muhajirs and their neighbors contested not only the right to use the land 
and resources but also the meanings of property ownership and the state’s 
role in regulating land tenure. The Ottomans certainly favored muhajirs, 
whom they saw as a more taxable and reliable community when compared 
to bedouin and Druze, with their history of tax avoidance and resistance to 
Ottoman rule. Yet the role of the state should not be exaggerated. The gov- 
ernment intervened militarily to support muhajirs only when their conflicts 
with local populations threatened regional stability, like the one in the Golan 
Heights, or risked wiping out the refugee population. Usually, refugees were 
on their own. ‘The survival and prosperity of their villages depended on how 
skillfully they could navigate the fraught political terrain and coexist with 
their neighbors. 


NORTH CAUCASIAN VILLAGES AROUND AMMAN 

Circassian and Chechen muhajirs established most of their villages in Trans- 
jordan in the vicinity of Amman (see map 5). The economies of these villages 
mirrored that of Amman in many respects: refugees received free land from 
the state, registered it with the land registry, and used it to grow cereals for 
export. The notable difference was that the Hejaz Railway did not bring the 
comparable volume of Syrian capital to those villages. They depended to a 
greater extent on their relations with the surrounding bedouin communities: 
Wadi al-Sir with the ‘Abbad and the Bani Sakhr, Naur with the Bani Sakhr 
and the ‘Ajarma, Sweileh with the ‘Adwan and the ‘Abbad, Zarga’ and Sukhna 
with the Bani Hasan, and Rusayfa with the Daja and the Bani Hasan.'” The 
Circassian villages of Wadi al-Sir and Naur provide good examples of how 
the settlement of muhajirs promoted economic development and facilitated 


trade on the Ottoman nomadic frontier. 
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Wadi al-Sir was the second oldest Circassian village in the area. Bzhedugh 
Circassians, who had arrived as refugees from the Balkans, founded the vil- 
lage in 1880 in a forested area to the west of Amman. Wadi al-Sir was divided 
into two quarters, each named after a Circassian subgroup: Bzhedugh and 
Abzakh. Each quarter had its own mosque with their Bzhedugh and Abzakh 
imams. The surviving records demonstrate fairly large allotments of land, 
even at the later rounds of yoklama registration. Thus, in 1909-10, fifty-four 
new households registered 88 déniim on average.''* Many land plots assigned 
to Circassians lay in the area of Bayader (“threshing floor”) outside Wadi al- 
Sir. Circassian families of Wadi al-Sir, similar to those of Amman, invested 
their profits from grain export into purchasing more land and opening busi- 
nesses in the village. For example, seven sons and a daughter of Shurukh 
Kokh registered 1,013 déniim of free land and privately purchased 103 déniim 
between 1909 and 1912. The siblings set up four shops and a bakery in Wadi 
al-Sir."” 

Outside of Wadi al-Sir, much of the land belonged to the bedouin, who 
had preemptively registered their land. In 1881, following the Circassians’ ar- 
rival in Wadi al-Sir, the ‘Abbad, ‘Adwan, and ‘Ajarma bedouin registered 5,150 
déniim around the new village.'”° In 1897, sons of Sattam al-Fayiz of the Bani 
Sakhr registered 12,420 déniim of land near Wadi al-Sir.'" Defensive regis- 
tration lessened the risk of intercommunal conflict by giving the bedouin an 
opportunity to sell their property to newcomers. For example, in 1897, the 
‘Abbad sold two mills to Circassians of Wadi al-Sir for 5,068 kurus and 10,132 
kurus.!”? 

The export of wheat and barley, bolstered by muhajir partnership with 
the Bani Sakhr, increased the prosperity of Wadi al-Sir. Already in 1891, a 
Russian expedition of the Imperial Orthodox Palestine Society found that 
Wadi al-Sir’s “broad plateau, from one end to another, as far as our eyes could 
see, was sown with wheat that Circassians cultivated.”!”? Circassians actively 
traded with the bedouin, buying wheat from the Balqawiyya “tent dwellers” 
near Salt and cattle from the Bani Sakhr, and the Bani Sakhr stored their 
grain in Wadi al-Sir.'** Local Circassians also facilitated the sale of the bed- 
ouin’s grain via their contacts in Amman on the larger Levantine markets.'” 
Wadi al-Sir, which was close to Fuheis and Salt, was integrated into 


Transjordanian networks of capital from the beginning. Thus, a year before 
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the foundation of the Circassian village, Shukri bin Ibrahim Qa'war, of a 
prominent Christian family from the Hawran, registered 160 déniim of land 
in the valley (wadz), which he later resold to a Circassian family for a stagger- 
ing 18,000 kurus.’”° In the late 1900s, several Muslim and Greek Orthodox 
Saltis purchased agricultural land and gardens in Wadi al-Sir.'”” Nevertheless, 
unlike in Amman, Damascene merchants did not arrive to buy shops in Wadi 
al-Sir, and Saltis did not come to dominate its trade. By the 1920s, Wadi al- 
Sir was still comparable in size to Amman.'”* It remained a largely Circassian 
town well into the twentieth century. 

Natur, to the southwest of Amman, also benefited from cooperation be- 
tween Circassian muhajirs, Salti merchants, and local bedouin communities. 
It was founded in 1900 by Circassians of Abzakh and Bzhedugh communities 
who set off from Russia’s Kuban Province in 1898. They traveled to Istanbul 
by sea and from there across much of Anatolia and Syria by land to Salt, 
where they waited for nine months before finding an agreeable location for 
their village. Their representatives likely vetted the area of Naur and then, 
joined by a few Kabardian and Shapsugh families, negotiated it for their set- 
tlement with the Ottoman district authorities. Circassians chose a location by 
the Naur springs, which shaped the geography of the village. Muhajirs built 
a stone pool around the springs to use for drinking; a stream from the pool 
fed into a larger watering hole for animals; and the rest of the water radiated 
from the springs into canals that irrigated muhajirs’ fruit gardens.'” The land 
allotment was fairly generous and, at least on paper, equitable. In the first 
yoklama survey in 1902, sixty Circassian households registered a house and 
three plots of land, with each family receiving either 70, 100, or 1330 déniim, 
to the average of 106 déniim.’° The second yoklama survey in 1909 added 
nineteen new Circassian families, which received three plots of 70 déniim 
total per household."*! 

The Circassian community in Naur cultivated transregional connections 
with its co-ethnic communities in the Middle East. The first imam in Naur 
was Shaykh Barakat Bazadogh, a Crimean-educated Circassian. Accord- 
ing to communal memories, Shaykh Barakat was an ardent proponent of 
Muslim emigration from Russia and led his community into hijra.’** After 
his party had settled in Naur, the Ottoman aid for the refugee village proved 
insufficient, and Shaykh Barakat sought funding elsewhere.'*? The Circassian 
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elders’ council of Naur, which generously met with me, shared the commu- 
nal memory that Shaykh Barakat had traveled to Palestine and Egypt to so- 
licit donations for the construction of the first mosque in Naur, built between 
1904 and 1908. In Egypt, he reportedly found sponsors among the Turko- 
Circassian elites, a remnant of the Mamluk era, who served as benefactors 
of their ethnic brethren in Transjordan.'** Shaykh Barakat sent his sons to 
study religion in Cairo’s famed al-Azhar University and in Istanbul, as did 
many upper-status Circassian muhajirs in Transjordan.'” Today, Naur prides 
itself as the best-preserved Circassian village in Jordan. Its downtown hosts 
an annual Circassian fair and retains traces of its early twentieth-century 
landscape, including the old mosque, fruit gardens, stone wells, and drinking 
fountains built by its first Circassian residents. 

The land of Naur lay in the historical territory of the ‘Afashat branch of 
the ‘Ajarma tribe. Land transactions between Circassians and the ‘Afashat 
bedouin began immediately after the establishment of the village. The 
‘fashat took an early initiative to register agricultural land around Naur in 
1901, before the Circassians could obtain legal title to the land.’*° The ‘Afashat 
even staked out real estate within the young Circassian village, registering 
several houses as miilk property. After 1901, the ‘Afashat routinely sold their 
land to Naur’s Circassians, usually for its cadastral price or higher.'?” Over 
the course of the twentieth century, many ‘Afashat families settled down in 
Naur, having founded their own neighborhood. 

Naur also attracted Christian merchants from nearby Salt. Already in 
1902, two Greek Orthodox Saltis, Faraj al-Ishaq and Najib al-Ibrahim, pur- 
chased usufruct rights to the plots previously registered by Circassians. Faraj 
al-Ishaq moved to the village and, in later years, bought two houses from the 
‘Afashat bedouin, built new houses, and purchased land from the Circassian 
imam Shaykh Barakat.'** Likewise, between 1910 and 1912, Greek Orthodox 
Salti merchants of al-Mu‘asher and al-Mousa families registered houses and 
land that they bought from the ‘Afashat or other Saltis.'*° These merchants 
lay the foundation of Naur’s Christian neighborhood. Prominent Muslim 
merchants, like Sulayman Tuqan from Nablus, also purchased land, houses, 
and stables from Circassians.° 
The early sale of land by Naur’s Circassians demonstrates that muhajirs 


did not always comply with the restriction on immediate sale of their usu- 
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fruct rights to the land given to them for free. The Ottoman land registry 
exercised discretion in approving those transactions. The objective of the Ot- 
toman administration was to entrench a new land regime in the Bala’, which 
is why land registration officials may have allowed those land sales between 
muhajirs and merchants, as long as the land remained in cultivation and all 
parties paid their respective taxes. Correspondingly, the village of Naur grew 
rapidly thanks to the mutually beneficial economic relationship between its 
Circassian residents, Salti merchants, and ‘Afashat bedouin and its conve- 
nient location in the middle of Amman, Salt, and Madaba. 

Prices of land grew steadily in muhajir villages throughout the Balga’ 
(see table 8). For example, only ten years after the establishment of Naur, the 
cadastral price of its agricultural land increased threefold." Market prices 
did not, however, catch up with the government-estimated values, which the 
land registry artificially inflated to levy higher taxes on the registration of 
land. In the early 1910s, sale prices lagged behind cadastral prices by 52 per- 
cent in Amman’s Shapsugh quarter, 40 percent in Naur, 33 percent in Am- 
man’s Qabartay quarter and Wadi al-Sir’s Abzakh quarter, and 13 percent in 
Wadi al-Sir’s Bzhedugh quarter. For regional standards, the prices of land in 
Circassian villages remained low. The best agricultural land around Amman 
that belonged to the first Shapsugh Circassian residents was still, on average, 
almost ten times cheaper than the price of land in neighboring Palestine.’ 
The low prices kept the Balga’ an attractive investment destination for Levan- 
tine merchants. 

After Amman became the administrative seat (in 1921) and capital city 
(in 1928) of Transjordan, its land continued to increase in value. Circassian 
muhajirs were chief beneficiaries of the rapid urbanization of the Balqa’. Sev- 
eral muhajir families succeeded in amassing impressive real estate portfolios 
and harnessing their power as landowners into careers in government and 
the military. North Caucasians are allocated three seats in Jordan’s House of 
Representatives, and almost every Jordanian government has had a minister 
of Circassian or Chechen origin. The story of North Caucasian muhajirs in 
Jordan may appear as one of good fortune, but it also hides vast inequalities 
within the community. Many muhajirs sold their land to Arab newcomers 
during the late Ottoman or emirate era. The Circassian Charity Associa- 


tion, established in Amman in 1932, has its origins in supporting destitute 
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Yoklama Daimi 
Village 1890s 1900-03 1904-09 1910-12 1910-12 
Amman, Shapsugh quarter 72 53 174 281 134 
Amman, Qabartay quarter 60 42 64 84 56 
Wadi al-Sir, Bzhedugh quarter  40* 51 56 61 53 
Wadi al-Sir, Abzakh quarter 67 49 63 72 48 
Na‘ur — 34 53 101* 6l 


Table 8. Land prices in Circassian villages in Transjordan, 1891-1912. 


Average price of agricultural land, in kurus per déniim. The yok/ama prices are 

government-estimated prices at the time of the initial registration of land. The 

da imi prices were dictated by the market and represent monetary transactions. 
y p ye 


*The number of transactions on record is too low to serve as a reliable estimate. 


Sources: DLS Defters 5/1/1, 7/1/1, 10/1/1, 18/1/1, 19/1/1, 30/1/2, 31/1/2, and 32/1/2. 


Circassians, who ended up landless.'“* Since the interwar era, the early sale 
of land and the erosion of economic power remained a grievance for many 
Circassians in Amman. Perhaps unexpectedly, recent beneficiaries of Am- 
man’s booming real estate market are descendants of muhajirs in the farthest 
villages from Amman, those of Wadi al-Sir and Naur. Their land held little 
value throughout the twentieth century, which prevented many muhajir fam- 
ilies from selling it. In the last decades, Amman expanded rapidly toward the 
two villages. The area of Bayader, which the Ottomans apportioned to Cir- 
cassians of Wadi al-Sir, has become one of Amman’s popular shopping areas, 


turning its landowners into millionaires.'* 


In the final decades of Ottoman rule, North Caucasian muhajirs facilitated 
the expansion of Ottoman networks of capital to the nomadic frontier of 
Transjordan. Their settlement prompted the defensive registration of land by 
bedouin communities and attracted Transjordanian, Palestinian, and Syrian 
merchants, who invested their capital in muhajir villages, especially Amman, 
and set up agricultural estates in the eastern Balga’. Muhajirs eagerly used the 


new land registry and the old shari‘a court in Salt to record their transactions, 
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accelerating the commodification of land and the entrenchment of a new Ot- 
toman land regime. The Ottoman presence in Transjordan was minimal, but 
the state remained critical to refugees’ success because the Ottoman govern- 
ment created the legal framework and infrastructure for refugees to thrive. 
The construction of the Hejaz Railway, the single most important footprint 
of the Ottoman state in Transjordan, bolstered security on the nomadic fron- 
tier, brought Levantine investment, and facilitated the export of Circassian 
grain. Here, in the empire’s southernmost area of refugee resettlement, mu- 
hajirs were able to tap into the needs of the expanding Levantine market and 
trade with local bedouin. The following chapter examines the North Cauca- 
sian settlement in Anatolia and follows a muhajir family that searched far and 


wide for a perfect location to call home. 


FIVE 


BUILDING 
THE CAUCASUS 
IN ANATOLIA 


IN 1890, TWO HALF BROTHERS, Fuatand Cevat Khutat, eagerly 
expected the arrival of their mother, Hanife Hanim, from Russia. Fuat and 
Cevat had left their native Circassia ten years earlier and now lived in Istan- 
bul. They long urged their mother to join them in the Ottoman Empire.’ Fuat 
(Tasultan) bin Muhammad Shah, in his thirties, was in the graduating class 
of the Ottoman Military Academy, an elite institution that trained officers 
for the imperial army. His twenty-five-year-old half brother, Cevat (Anzor) 
bin Ismail, studied law but left the university without finishing his degree.* 
The two ambitious young men aspired to careers in the Ottoman military 
and administration. They had come a long way from the mountainous vil- 
lage of Benoga (now Benokovo, Krasnodar Krai, Russia), where their family 
had lived through Russia’s expulsions of Circassians and colonization of their 
lands. 

Their mother, Hanife Hanim, safely arrived and registered with the Ref- 
ugee Commission as a muhajir. Despite the two brothers’ pleas to let their 
mother move to Istanbul, the Refugee Commission sent her and the rest of 
her emigrant group to a refugee village near Adana in southern Anatolia. 


The Khutat family found itself dispersed in the Ottoman Empire. Fuat sat 
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through his final military examinations in Istanbul; Cevat left the capital 
city and joined his mother and sister Serife in southern Anatolia; Hanife 
Hanim’s brother-in-law Selim Girey shortly thereafter returned to the Cauca- 
sus; and her sister-in-law Gulumkhan, who had emigrated earlier, lived with 
her family in a refugee village in Konya. The Khutats would spend the next 
decade searching for a place where their family and friends could reunite and 
rebuild their piece of the Caucasus within the Ottoman Empire. 

This chapter examines the North Caucasian resettlement in Ottoman 
Anatolia, particularly the mountain valley of Uzunyayla in Sivas Province on 
which the Khutats pinned their hopes. While North Caucasian muhajirs set- 
tled in mixed villages in the northern Balkans and monoethnic but scattered 
villages throughout the Levant, they established large clusters of villages in 
central Anatolia. Uzunyayla, with over seventy Circassian, Abazin, Chechen, 
Ossetian, and Karachay villages, was one of the most compact areas of refu- 
gee resettlement in the Ottoman Empire.’ Uzunyayla, despite lying roughly 
in the geographic center of the Ottoman Empire, was isolated, hiding in 
between mountains. That remoteness allowed refugees to reconstruct many 
of their social institutions and to turn the mountain valley into a Little Cau- 
casus, but it also hindered Ottoman investment and economic development. 
Uzunyayla was one of the earliest destinations for Circassian muhajirs, and in 
many ways it exemplified the Ottoman resettlement project. What happened 
to refugees there reverberated throughout the empire. Notably, North Cau- 
casian muhajirs were rebuilding their community in the sheltered mountain 
valley, as the worlds of others—nomadic Muslims and settled Christians— 
were crumbling around them. 

This chapter unfolds through the history of the Khutat family, which 
had emigrated to the Ottoman Empire in the 1880s and 1890s and was, at 
various times, scattered in western, central, southern, and eastern Anatolia, 
as well as the Levant and the Caucasus. I reconstruct the Khutat family his- 
tory through fifty-eight letters that Fuat wrote, in Ottoman Turkish, to his 
family members between 1890 and 1905. Fuat’s letters survive because his 
brother Cevat carefully copied them into his notebook. Cevat’s descendants 
preserved these letters and photographs of Fuat and his siblings for over a 
century and, upon hearing that a clueless foreign researcher was looking for 


Ottoman-era letters, generously shared them with me.’ At the turn of the 
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century, the Khutats, an upper-status but refugee family nevertheless, skill- 
fully used their social capital and kinship networks to find a footing in their 
new empire. They lobbied Ottoman officials, gathered their old relations, and 


reached out to fellow Circassian notables in the search for a new home. 


REFUGEE RESETTLEMENT IN ANATOLIA 

Ottoman Anatolia was the ultimate destination for most North Caucasian refu- 
gees. During the first Circassian refugee crisis, in 1863—65, about half of incom- 
ing refugees from the Northwest Caucasus, or 250,000—400,000 people, settled 
in Anatolia. During the second Circassian refugee crisis, in 1878-80, about 
300,000 Circassian refugees fled the Balkans, most of them to Anatolia. During 
both refugee crises, the coastal provinces of Hiidavendigar (Bursa), Aydin, and 
Kastamonu received particularly large shares of refugees, owing to the expedi- 
ence of moving Circassian muhajirs from ports to the surrounding countryside. 
To relieve the pressure on coastal regions, the Ottoman government directed 
as many refugees as possible for permanent settlement in the interior provinces 
of Ankara, Konya, and Sivas.° Most Chechen, Abkhazian, Ossetian, and other 
muhajirs, who arrived from the Caucasus by land, also settled in Anatolia. The 
particularly heavy areas of North Caucasian settlement were around Bandirma, 
Diizce, Eskisehir, Sinop, Samsun, and Corum, and throughout the Sivas sub- 
provinces of Sivas, Amasya, and Tokat. Isolated clusters of North Caucasian 
villages were also found around Aydin, Yalova, Gdksun, Mus, Sarikamis, to the 
north of Konya, and to the east of Adana (see map 3).’ 

Muslim refugee resettlement resulted in nothing short of a demographic 
and economic transformation of Anatolia. The government used muhajirs 
as a counterweight to nomads, with an expectation that North Caucasians 
would settle the land and prompt others to take up farming. After 1878, the 
Hamidian government strategically placed many, although by no means all, 
Muslim refugees in districts with large Christian populations to alter demo- 
graphic ratios. The settlement of refugees had a profound impact on land 
usage throughout Anatolia. By the 1890s, 90 percent of all litigation over land 
in Sivas Province was related to the settlement of muhajirs.® In today’s interior 
Anatolia, at least two-thirds of villages have been settled and nine-tenths of 
the cultivated land started being farmed only after 1860, largely because of 


refugee resettlement and sedentarization of nomads.’ 
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Sivas Province became the largest recipient of North Caucasian refugees 
in Anatolia. This massive landlocked province shared borders with seven 
other provinces and was central to Ottoman control over Anatolia. It was 
home to Muslim (Turkish-, Turkmen-, and Kurdish-speaking), Armenian, 
and Greek communities. North Caucasians formed 10-15 percent of the total 
population of the province after 1880.’ Muhajirs settled throughout Sivas 
Province: Circassians and Abkhazians in the subprovince of Amasya in the 
northwest; Circassians and Dagestanis in the subprovince of Tokat in the 
north; a cluster of Ossetian, Dagestani, Chechen, and Circassian villages to 
the west of the city of Sivas and Dagestani villages to its south; and the North 
Caucasian refugee valley of Uzunyayla in the south of the province. Both 
geographically and demographically, the North Caucasian diasporic world of 
the Middle East centered on Sivas Province, which, with its several hundred 


refugee villages, offered an ethnolinguistic snapshot of the Caucasus. 


KHUTAT FAMILY: FROM THE CAUCASUS TO ANATOLIA 
The Khutats were Kabardian notables who became refugees twice in the 
nineteenth century. Following Russia’s conquest of Kabarda in the North- 
central Caucasus, they, with other khadzhrety, or “free” Kabardians, moved 
to western Circassia in the late 1810s. They settled in the village of Benoga, 
which fell to the Russians in the final stage of the Caucasus War. In 1868, 
Benoga and its neighboring villages rebelled against Russia’s land reforms 
and abolition of Circassian slavery."' Later, many Benoga families sought to 
join Circassian muhajirs, who had been expelled in 1862-64, and repeatedly 
petitioned the Russian government for permission to emigrate to the Ot- 
toman Empire. In 1889, tsarist authorities allowed them to leave.” Ismail 
Khutat, father of Cevat, led the emigrating party of 333 Circassian families.’ 
He died before reaching the Ottoman Empire. In 1895, the village of Benoga 
was repopulated with families of retired Russian soldiers who had taken part 
in the conquest of the Northwest Caucasus.” 

By 1891, the recently widowed Hanife Hanim and two of her children, 
Cevat and Serife (see figure 4), were near Adana, alongside their fellow Ka- 
bardian muhajirs. The Refugee Commission had planned to settle them in 
Kastamonu Province in northern Anatolia, but the plan fell through, and 


refugees were sent instead to the region of Cukurova (Cilicia) in southern 


ee 


Figure 4. Serife, Hanife, and Cevat Khutat. 
Photograph taken in the 1890s. Courtesy: Khutat Family Collection. 
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Anatolia.” The Ottomans heavily invested in Cukurova’s agriculture and, be- 
ginning in the mid-nineteenth century, settled muhajirs to work on its cotton 
plantations and in wheat fields.’° The Khutats did not consider Cukurova to 
be a desirable location for a permanent settlement. Cukurova’s marshes were a 
breeding ground for mosquitoes, and muhajirs in the region often contracted 
malaria and died in the thousands.” The Khutats sought to escape Cukurova 
for a safer area and repeatedly petitioned the Refugee Commission about 
their community “suffering from population loss due to its incompatibility 
with [local] water and air.”'’ The Khutats’ dream was to find a place with 
plenty of land where they could establish a Kabardian village for themselves 
and families that came with them from the Caucasus. Fuat, writing from 
Istanbul (see figure 5), urged Cevat, “Go to the people in [our] village and re- 


cruit those who have an affection for us and who want to escape from there.”” 


Figure 5. Fuat Khutat. 
Photograph taken in the 1890s. 
Courtesy: Khutat Family Collection. 
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In the autumn of 1892, Hanife Hanim received permission from the Ot 
toman government to move to Aziziye (now Pinarbasi), a small Circassian 
refugee town in Sivas Province, to the north of Adana. Eventually, most of 
the family reunited in Aziziye, including Gulumkhan, who moved her family 
from Konya, and Selim Girey, who reemigrated from the Caucasus. Fuat 
stayed in Istanbul, pursuing a military career and, as the eldest son, assumed 
financial responsibility for his refugee family.*? The Khutats sold their prop- 
erties in western Circassia before emigrating. In the first years after everyone’s 
arrival in Aziziye, Fuat followed closely the fluctuating exchange rate between 
the Russian ruble and the Ottoman lira on the markets of Istanbul, Trabzon, 
and Erzurum, waiting for an opportune moment to exchange the Russian 
currency that the family had brought from the Caucasus.”’ Fuat wrote tens 
of letters to his family members, instructing them on practical matters and 
learning their concerns, which he then tried to solve by lobbying various 
officials in Istanbul. In his correspondence with the government, Fuat used 
the name Khutatzade: he likely added the Persian suffix “zade” to denote his 
family’s high social status and to Ottomanize its Circassian name. 

Meanwhile, Cevat and the rest of the Khutats were making home in 
Aziziye. Cevat hoped to secure an administrative position in Aziziye or Sivas, 
but nothing came of those plans, and he turned his thoughts to entrepreneur- 
ship. He reasoned that his Circassian ancestry could help him in cross-border 
trade. He excitedly shared with his brother that he was considering travel- 
ing to the Caucasus to purchase commercial goods, likely textiles, which he 
would then smuggle into eastern Anatolia to circumvent the Russian customs 
and to maximize his profits. Fuat, upon hearing this, pointed out the glaring 
flaws in Cevat’s project: he had no business experience in either country and 
would likely be swindled by everyone; as a Circassian muhajir, he was un- 
likely to receive tsarist permission to enter the Caucasus; and overall he faced 
high odds of bankruptcy or, worse, going to prison in either Russia or the 
Ottoman Empire. “On receiving a letter that spouts such nonsense, I could 
not keep myself from being greatly sorry. If these ideas are your own, my 
sorrow is double,” said Fuat.” To soften the blow, in subsequent letters, Fuat 
made sure to compliment his brother's budding interest in business. “Really, 
trade is the sole means for leading a good life,” he wrote.” Fuat urged his 


brother to set up a legal and respectable business in Aziziye, preferably with 
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a Christian partner who would have experience and mercantile connections 
throughout the empire.” Fuat referred to the Armenian community, which 
formed a quarter of Aziziye’s population.” The Khutats also hoped to settle in 
the countryside and planned to purchase land in Uzunyayla, a large plateau 


to the north and east of Aziziye. 


UZUNYAYLA, THE LITTLE CAUCASUS 

The mountain valley of Uzunyayla was a bustling North Caucasian coun- 
tryside in the middle of Anatolia (see map 6). By the mid-1860s, its popula- 
tion reached 40,000 people, all of them refugees.”* Uzunyayla, which means 
“long plateau” in Turkish, has a remarkable geography: it lies at 1,550-1,630 
meters (5,085-5,348 feet) above sea level and, on all four sides, is surrounded 
by mountains—the Tahtali Mountains of the great Taurus mountain chain 
and the foothills of the Tecer and Yama Mountains—reaching 1,800-2,700 
meters (5,906—8,858 feet).”” The mountains turn Uzunyayla into a narrow 
basin, about 30 miles wide. The only opening is to the west, where the 
Zamanti River, now Turkey’s premier river for rafting, escapes the mountain 
valley before snaking its way south toward the fertile plain of Cukurova and 
the Mediterranean Sea. The town of Aziziye lay by that opening, near the 
springs (Tur., Pinarbasi) in the foothills of the Sirvan Mountain. Uzunyayla 
lacked a settled population because of its unforgiving climate. Summers in 
Uzunyayla are cool, but winters are severe, with subzero temperatures hold- 
ing for several months. In winter, heavy snowfall cuts off villages from each 
other, both in the Ottoman era and today. The climate of Uzunyayla resem- 
bles that of Kabarda, in the middle of the Caucasus Mountains, which made 
Kabardians particularly well-equipped to survive that environment. 

In the early 1860s, Uzunyayla became a primary destination for North 
Caucasians in the Ottoman Empire. The mass arrival of Circassians started 
around 1859.°* Rumors of a hidden plateau in central Anatolia, with abundant 
land and a familiar climate, traveled far and wide among muhajirs. Many 
refugees who had already been settled elsewhere in the Ottoman Empire 
were asking for their relocation to Uzunyayla. Between 1860 and 1862, several 
thousand Circassians moved to Uzunyayla, with or without permission, from 
their original settlements in the provinces of Silistre, Trabzon, Hiidavendigar 


(Bursa), Adana, Kastamonu, Aydin, and Ankara.””? Muhajirs in Uzunyayla 


BUILDING THE CAUCASUS IN ANATOLIA 159 


represented a wide social spectrum: Circassian princely families and notables, 
free landowning and landless peasants, serfs, and enslaved people. 

The newly formed Refugee Commission in Istanbul absorbed some re- 
settlement costs, but the government also delegated to local populations the 
responsibility to help refugees, similar to what was done in the Ottoman Bal- 
kans. Between 1860 and 1864, residents of at least nineteen Sivas districts gave 
a total of 425,715 kurus to aid refugees.°° Many Anatolian residents, Muslim 
and Christian alike, helped to move muhajirs from the coast to the Anatolian 
interior, while others temporarily housed muhajirs during their transit, and 
those closest to Uzunyayla built houses, mosques, and schools for them.*! 
Thus, in 1860, the Gedikcik district governor submitted a petition, cosigned 
by 100 villagers, asking for reimbursement for building thirty-two houses 
for Circassian muhajirs in eighteen villages in Uzunyayla.*” The neighbors’ 
contributions ranged from acts of charity to commissioned public works to 
coerced uncompensated labor. 

Uzunyayla, the Little Caucasus, was soon divided into distinct regions, 
each with its own ethnic and subethnic characteristics. Once on the pla- 
teau, muhajirs had the freedom to choose where to settle and selected places 
for their new villages in relation to natural landmarks, such as rivers and 
springs, and to other North Caucasian villages. The core of Uzunyayla was 
Circassian, with refugees from both the Black Sea coast of western Circassia 
and the highlands of eastern Circassia (see map 6). Kabardians dominated 
Uzunyayla proper, around the village of Orensehir. Many of their villages 
were set up in clusters to rebuild, or transplant, communities from the old 
country. For example, muhajirs from Kundet-ey, a region in Greater Kab- 
arda, established seven villages in central Uzunyayla, which everyone knew 
as “Kundet-ey Seven Villages.”’? North Caucasian communities often named 
their new villages after their old villages, like the Kabardians’ Anzorey (now 
Kaftangiyen) and the Hatuqwais’ Pedisey (now AkGren).*4 Kabardians and 
Abazins settled together in the area of Bogurbasi, known today as “potato 
villages” for their signature crop. In the Cériimsek valley, on the southern 
slope of the Hinzir Mountain, lay villages of Abzakh and Hatuqwai Circas- 
sians. Abazins established a cluster of villages in the north of Uzunyayla.» 
Meanwhile, Ossetian, Chechen, and Karachay muhajirs founded villages on 


the margins of Uzunyayla. 
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Map 6. Ottoman Uzunyayla, 1914. 


In 1861, the Sivas authorities approved the establishment of a new town 
to accommodate new refugees and to guard the entrance into Uzunyayla 
(see figure 6).°° The new town was named Aziziye, in honor of Sultan Ab- 
diilaziz (r. 1861-76), who ascended to the throne a few months earlier and 
during whose reign most North Caucasians would arrive in the Ottoman 
Empire. It was the first place in the empire to bear the new sultan’s name.*” 
The name of Aziziye later became a popular choice for muhajir settlements, 
rivaled perhaps only by the name of Hamidiye, given to many villages es- 
tablished during the reign of Sultan Abdiilhamid II (r. 1876-1909). Eight 
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chiefs of Hatuqwai and Kabardian Circassians wrote to the government, af- 
firming the economic potential of their chosen area, lying by the springs 
on the Zamant: River, as it had “vast grassy and watery lands” to facilitate 
muhajir agriculture.** Even more importantly, sitting in the foothills of the 
Sirvan Mountain, it was close to a forest. Uzunyayla was devoid of trees, and 
muhajirs needed access to precious timber for their houses. The new refugee 
town would also serve as a regional marketplace, where Uzunyayla’s North 
Caucasian farmers and nearby Turkic pastoralists would come to trade with 
each other.*? The town’s first residents were 536 Kabardian and Hatuqwai 
Circassian, Chechen, and Kumyk households.*” For comparison, it would 
take the refugee village of Amman, founded in 1878, several decades to reach 
the inaugural size of Aziziye. Since 1861, Aziziye had been the center of the 
eponymous administrative district, which included all of Uzunyayla. In 1865, 
about 200 Armenian households from Hagin (now Saimbeyli) in the Taurus 
Mountains petitioned authorities to allow their relocation to Aziziye, where 
they would establish their own neighborhood.” The Aziziye district, in the 
southwestern corner of Sivas Province, bordered the provinces of Ankara, 
Adana, and Aleppo, which placed it on the crossroads of central Anatolia, 
coastal Cukurova, and northern Syria. Yet, nestled in the mountains and 
away from major roads, it felt isolated. 

The remoteness of Uzunyayla and its almost exclusively North Caucasian 
demographics allowed its communities to preserve much oral heritage that 
faded elsewhere in exile, and in the twentieth century in the Soviet Caucasus, 
too. The muhajirs carried with them the Nart sagas, or tales about the ancient 
race of giants that had once lived in the Caucasus. These pre-Islamic tales 
constitute the mythology of Circassians, Abazins, Abkhazians, Ossetians, 
Karachays, Balkars, and to some extent Chechens, Ingush, Dagestanis, and 
Georgians.” The Nart sagas rely on oral transmission, and muhajirs contin- 
ued reciting stories of their mythical forebears, such as Sosruko, a mighty hero 
born of stone and sometimes a trickster; Setenay, the immortal matriarch and 
protector of the Narts; and Tlepsh, the Narts’ blacksmith who forged their 
weapons. Over the decades, Uzunyayla became a prominent center of Circas- 
sian cultural production in its own right. Muhajirs brought with them many 
creatures of their lower mythology, with whom they populated Uzunyayla to 


make sense of its unfamiliar landscapes. For example, ¢ olbasta (xoosbacma) 
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Figure 6. Ottoman Aziziye. 


Hugo Grothe, Geographische Charakterbilder aus der 
Asiatischen Tiirkei (Leipzig, 1909), xv. 


is a female entity, similar to a mermaid, that lives in rivers and climbs out 
on trees. In Uzunyayla, it turned into a dangerous creature that sets fires to 
homes, but Uzunyaylans knew to use the Quran as a protection against it. 
Other feared creatures were blaghud (62azoya), a red dragon guarding the 
water, which in Uzunyayla was described as a massive python that had swal- 
lowed a young woman; zhdsteud (»cammeya), a night demon that targets chil- 
dren when they are asleep, which in Uzunyayla manifested as a black turkey; 
wa (yd), witches who terrorized Uzunyayla as eagles; and jinns, shapeshifting 
spirits of Islamic mythology, who in Uzunyayla typically appeared as foxes.” 
The North Caucasians helped their guardians and demons to adapt to the 
Uzunyayla landscape and created new storylines for them within the post- 
1864 historical timeline. For example, hashdvylha (xoamyxoseotaea) is a chi- 
meric monster with a dog’s head and bull’s legs. In Uzunyayla, this mythical 


creature became part of muhajirs’ commemoration of World War I. In a pop- 
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ular local narrative, a Circassian soldier from Uzunyayla is taken captive by 
the Russians during the Ottoman defeat at the Battle of Sarikamis of 1914-15. 
He ends up in Siberia in the captivity of the bashdvylhd, who keep him well 
fed so they could devour him later. The hero escapes, finds his way to the sea, 
and eventually returns to Uzunyayla.4 

Muhajirs composed new folktales that reflected their journey from the 
Caucasus to Anatolia and their experiences in Uzunyayla. Muhajir folk 
singer-storytellers (dzheguako) wrote songs of lament (ghybzd/zo01633) about 
those who had fallen in war or flight and songs about notable people of the 
Uzunyayla community, including prominent elders, healers, blacksmiths, 
singers, accordion players, and women hosts of bride rooms.” The dzheguako 
also cultivated an entire folklore genre of playful tales about cultural differ- 
ences among Circassians. Many Circassian communities who had previously 
been separated by rivers and mountain ranges in the Caucasus now lived 
on the same plateau and learned a great deal about each other. New tales 
and sayings played on the stereotypes of each community: for example, Uzu- 
nyaylans would say, “a Shapsugh is made for war, a Bzhedugh is for labor, 
and a Kabardian is for chitchat.” They would perceive Kabardians as slow, 
arrogant, and sticklers for etiquette; Hatuqwai as agreeable, sometimes naive, 
and liberal in following Circassian customs; and Abazins as quick of temper 
and ready to fight.“* Over the years, Uzunyayla became a diasporic cultural 
marker, with Uzunyayla-style weddings, small talk (warsharlyapuap), stories 
(xybarlxovt6ap), and types of folk dances (sesenluewen, gafa qwanshilxoagps 
xoyanus) admired among Turkey’s Circassians.” In the Kabardian language 
in the diaspora, Uzunyayla is often called a “little motherland” or “Little 
Circassia” (Khakw Ts’ykw'lXaxy LiIuxly).* Today, scholars from the Circas- 
sian republics in Russia visit Uzunyayla to study Circassian dialects and oral 
heritage that had been preserved in this refugee mountain valley. 

Uzunyayla occupied a special place in the geography of North Caucasian 
resettlement. One may think of it as the buckle on a belt of refugee villages 
tied around the waist of the Ottoman Empire.” Uzunyayla lay roughly in 
the middle of several hundred muhajir villages running from the Black Sea 
coast through Anatolia and deep into the Syrian desert (see map 3). Within 
the Levant, as the previous chapter showed, this refugee belt lay upon the 


nomadic frontier in the provinces of Damascus and Aleppo. The nomadic 
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frontier also extended into Anatolia, going through the provinces of Adana 
and Sivas. In Anatolia, as in the Levant, the Ottoman government expected 
muhajirs to settle the land that was claimed by nomads and brought no 
income to the state. The government categorized much of Uzunyayla’s land as 
vakrf, part of the Atik Valide Sultan religious endowment, and miri, assigning 
both to muhajirs.*° The Ottomans hoped that North Caucasians would turn 
Uzunyayla into a thriving region of settled taxpayers, while pushing out the 
nomads into lower-lying regions. 

The Uzunyayla plateau had long been the land of the Afshars, a Turkic- 
speaking pastoral community that migrated within southern and central 
Anatolia. Many Afshars would spend winters tending to their numerous 
herds of horses and flocks of sheep in the foothills of Cukurova and, in 
summer, would move to the cooler climes of Uzunyayla.*' From the 1830s, the 
Ottomans tried to sedentarize Anatolia’s nomadic communities to increase 
their tax base, promote agricultural production, bolster military recruitment, 
and “pacify” far-flung regions of the empire.” The Afshars, who controlled 
a strategic region connecting Anatolia to the Levant, were an early target of 
a government bent on centralization. In the 1840s and 1850s, Ottoman au- 
thorities forcibly settled several Afshar clans in villages and mixed them with 
other tribes.’ By the time muhajirs arrived in Uzunyayla, the Afshar world 
had been shrinking for several decades. The Afshars, similar to many bedouin 
and Druze of the Levant, viewed the settlement of muhajirs as another hostile 
act by the Ottoman state. 

Clashes between the Afshars and muhajirs commenced shortly after the 
first Circassians stepped foot on the plateau. Already in 1860, Circassians in 
Uzunyayla complained to the government about the nomads’ hostility. The 
following year, more refugees moved to Uzunyayla and settled around the 
springs and by the Zamanti River, where the Afshars typically set up their 
camps. When the Afshars returned to Uzunyayla for the summer, they found 
several thousand refugees and their horses on the Afshars’ historical pastures. 
Provincial authorities attempted an early intervention by asking the Afshars 
to leave their tents to Circassians in exchange for the government’s forgive- 
ness of their unpaid taxes.” In June, the Afshars raided a muhajir village, 
which led to the Circassians’ pursuit of Afshar horsemen and escalated to 


a series of revenge attacks throughout the plateau. While the total losses on 
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either side are unknown, the muhajirs’ dead and wounded included members 
of Hatuqwai, Kabardian, Besleney, Ubykh, and Abazin (Altikesek) commu- 
nities, which suggests a joint North Caucasian effort to fight the Afshars.* 
These early clashes must have forged a sense of unity among Uzunyayla’s 
various North Caucasian communities, as they banded together to survive. 

By late 1861, the two communities were headed for an all-out war. The 
Afshars, in alliance with other nomadic communities, planned to assemble 
a force of about 5,000 men to fight the North Caucasians.” Muhajirs also 
gathered their forces and requested the government’s military support. The 
Ottomans backed the refugees. The decision was easy. The government had 
spent millions of kurus on transporting refugees to Uzunyayla and setting 
up their first villages. The conflict with the Afshars jeopardized that invest- 
ment, as some North Caucasians already started fleeing Uzunyayla in fear of 
living near the nomads.”* Moreover, muhajirs throughout the empire watched 
closely how the government would respond and whether it would defend their 
rights to the land that it had promised them. The Ottoman government also 
long wanted to rein in the Afshars. The North Caucasian villages disrupted 
the nomads’ migration routes, giving the state further leverage over them. 
Muslim refugee resettlement in Uzunyayla and elsewhere in Sivas Province 
helped the Ottoman government to solidify its control over the more remote 
parts of central Anatolia. 

In 1862, the Ottomans pulled troops from neighboring provinces into 
Uzunyayla. The governor of Sivas Province then personally arrived in the 
valley and forced the two sides to make peace.” The government, which was 
hardly impartial, pressured the Afshars to cede their claims to Uzunyayla and 
to pledge peaceful relations with muhajirs and tax compliance to the state. 
In the following years, the government forcibly relocated several Afshar com- 
munities to the provinces of Kastamonu, Harput, and Diyarbakir and settled 
the rest in the Sariz valley and along the Zamanti River, respectively to the 
south and west of Aziziye.* The government created a separate administra- 
tive unit for the Afshars to ensure that their affairs were administered sepa- 
rately from the “Circassian” Aziziye District. The Afshars’ loss of Uzunyayla, 
which was critical to their pastoral economy, had transregional repercussions. 
Thus, in 1864, Muslim and Armenian communities of the Kozan Mountains 


sent joint petitions, complaining about Afshar bandits who were coming 
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to Cukurova from Sivas Province, invading their mountains, killing their 
people, and seizing their possessions.” To prevent the Afshars’ attacks and 
their return to Uzunyayla, the Ottomans maintained auxiliary troops in the 
surrounding districts throughout the 1860s. 

The muhajirs’ conflict with the Afshars was formative for the muhajirs’ 
claim to Uzunyayla as their Little Caucasus. The echoes of that early contes- 
tation survive in various forms. One oral history, narrated by Uzunyaylan 
Circassians to the anthropologist Eiji Miyazawa, relays a more peaceful ren- 


dering of what transpired in the 1860s: 


During the early period after Circassians were sent to Central Anatolia to 
settle, an Avgar bey fell in love with a Circassian girl. He asked her father, 
a Circassian bey, for the girl. The father demanded Uzunyayla in exchange 
for the girl. The Avsar bey accepted the proposal, and Circassians settled 
in Uzunyayla. The girl died young. The large plain was left for Circassians. 
Avsars were driven to tiny villages in the mountains. Avsars still resent the 


loss of Uzunyayla.” 


This fanciful and gendered origin story of Circassian Uzunyayla captures two 
important elements. It elevates the agency of “beys,” or muhajir and nomadic 
chiefs. Kabardian beys were typically of aristocratic descent and led their 
communities into hijra in the Ottoman Empire. At the early stages of North 
Caucasian migration, the Ottomans recorded groups of incoming muhajirs 
by the names of their chiefs. These men made major decisions of where to 
set up villages and when to wage war. This oral history also suggests that 
muhajirs had directly negotiated the terms of their settlement with the AF 
shars, which was possible and would not feature in Ottoman records, as those 
positioned the government as the ultimate arbiter of all resettlement matters. 
In subsequent decades, some Afshars returned and settled on the margins of 
Uzunyayla. The two communities occasionally clashed over cattle raids and 
land seizures, but their beys and the Ottoman authorities resolved those indi- 
vidual transgressions before they could escalate the conflict.” 

The North Caucasian economy of Uzunyayla was largely pastoral. The 
harsh climate limited what could grow on the plateau, and agricultural 
products could not be exported without good roads out of the mountains. 


Reportedly, even the grain that local muhajirs paid in dsdir tax rotted away 
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in Uzunyayla granaries because it could not be efficiently transported else- 
where.® The main staple of the Uzunyayla economy was horse breeding. In 
the 1860s, Kabardians, who had arrived from the Northcentral Caucasus by 
land, brought with them horses of the Kabarda breed. Those are hardy and 
strong horses, noted for their endurance and bred for stony and mountainous 
terrains. Much of the wealth of the Kabardian community was locked in 
their herds. The horses could not survive Uzunyayla winters, and the Kab- 
ardians quickly adopted the seasonal pastoral routes of the Afshars. In winter 
months, Circassians moved their herds—about 3,000 horses—to Cukurova 
in the south.®° Transhumance, or seasonal movement of livestock, was not 
new to Kabardians, as many had practiced it back in the Caucasus. 

In 1878, the Circassians of Uzunyayla nearly lost their precious horses. The 
Kozanoglu rebellion had broken out in the Adana hinterland in response to 
the Ottoman government’s heavy-handed measures against nomadic com- 
munities. The authorities suppressed the rebellion and issued a directive to 
curtail regional migrations, prohibiting, among other things, the Afshars and 
the Circassians from “comling] down to Cukurova during the winter under 
the pretext of wintering or grazing their animals.” The Uzunyayla muhajirs 
immediately sent representatives to Sivas, where they lobbied the provincial 
governor and the British vice-consul to intercede with the government on their 


behalf. The British sent the following telegram to their embassy in Istanbul: 


The [Uzunyayla] plateau . . . is entirely destitute of trees, and the winter is 
one of great severity. There is little or no material for building, and, even if 
there were, sheds could not be erected in time to save the horses. Snow has 
already fallen in the Yailas, and . . . winter sets in on these plateaus with 


slight warning; if the horses are caught by deep snow they will all perish.“ 


The Sivas governor also sent four telegrams to the Porte, likely fearing that 
if the Circassians lose their herds, they would turn to plundering neighbor- 
ing populations. Meanwhile, the Uzunyayla Circassians, preparing for their 
worst-case scenario, stood ready to lead their herds eastward across snowy 
mountains to Aleppo Province to sell any horses that would survive the trek.” 
The mobilization of support in Sivas paid off, and in November the Ottoman 
government issued permission for Circassians to take their herds south to 


Cukurova.” The tragedy was averted. 
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In the following decades, the Ottoman army became the largest buyer of 
Uzunyayla horses. The military representative of the Fourth Army would visit 
Aziziye in late May, around the time when Circassian herds were returning 
from Cukurova, to select and buy horses.”’ The military’s reliance on Uzu- 
nyayla horses provided muhajirs with some leverage in their relationship with 
the government. For example, in 1903, the Ottoman government introduced 
a new tax on the ownership of horses, donkeys, and oxen. The Circassians 
of Aziziye telegraphed the Porte their request for an exemption from the tax 
and, in case of refusal, asked for permission to return to Russia. Not only had 
they threatened to empty out Uzunyayla but also to deprive the military of 
its supply of horses. That same year, the Ottoman army had purchased 500 
Kabarda horses from Aziziye District, putting the muhajirs in a particularly 
advantageous position to ask for a tax exemption.” At the same time, the 
Russian army also came to depend on Kabarda horses for its cavalry. Ka- 
bardians in the Caucasus annually sold about 1,297 horses to the Russian 
military.’”? In the republican period, the Kabarda horses became known as 


Turkey’s “Uzunyayla breed.” 


KHUTAT FAMILY: BECOMING OTTOMAN IN ANATOLIA 

In 1893, Fuat had graduated from the Military Academy in Istanbul and was 
commissioned to the Ottoman Fourth Army.” The army headquarters in 
Erzincan was strategically located near the Russian and Iranian borders and 
in the heart of the Ottoman Empire’s “six Armenian provinces.” It was also 
relatively close to Aziziye, where Fuat visited his mother and the rest of the 
family. After two years of service, Fuat received an assignment to patrol the 
Russian border.” His military command likely considered Fuat’s familiarity 
with the Caucasus and fluency in Circassian, and perhaps also Russian, to be 
an asset. 

Meanwhile, while making their new home in Aziziye, the Khutats turned 
their attention to the education of their children. Fuat, a disciplined older 
brother, relentlessly reminded the younger and more carefree Cevat that his 
primary duty was to educate his children, nieces, and nephews. Fuat urged 
his brother to rent a house with a large salon that could be used as a school for 
the Khutat children. He instructed him to purchase desks and a blackboard 


and spent weeks devising an elaborate homeschooling curriculum. According 
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to Fuat’s schedule, each class would take two hours, divided between a lec- 
ture and pupils’ recitations. The children would study five subjects: Ottoman 
Turkish grammar, Ottoman history, arithmetic, geography, and calligraphy. 
Fuat noted that in geography lessons, “the whole world, that is the five con- 
tinents, should be discussed equally.””° Fuat insisted that his nephew Ghazi 
master horsemanship and swordsmanship, as befitting a young Circassian 
man. He berated Cevat for neglecting the boy’s schooling in mathematics, 
history, and geography, noting that Ghazi had only learned to recite the 
Qur'an.” As for the Khutat girls, Fuat held it essential to train them in “one 
or two of the fine arts.”’* Above all else, Fuat emphasized the importance 
of learning Ottoman Turkish. He sent his nephew and nieces books as gifts 
and instructed his brother to deliver to him monthly the children’s writing 
samples so that he could assess their handwriting and progress in Ottoman 
Turkish.” The ultimate goal of rigorous homeschooling was for the Khutat 
children to gain admission to a prestigious secondary school in a big city.*° 
Access to education was a major concern for muhajirs, and Circassians of 
Aziziye were no exception. In 1903, Circassian notables from Aziziye District 
sent a collective petition on behalf of their communities to the office of the 
grand vizier in Istanbul. They coauthored their petition with Afshar notables, 
their old rivals, which further stressed the importance of their shared cause. 


‘They wrote: 


People in our district consist of Circassian and Afshar tribes living in pov- 
erty and want. We join our efforts to request funding from the Treasury to 
provide education to the sons of the homeland [Ott. Tur., evlad-1 vatan). 
Previously, we attempted to enroll our children in high schools, to no avail. 
Every year, five to ten students graduate from our district’s middle school, 
but they have no opportunities to excel here. The sons of the homeland from 
our district cannot escape ignorance and remain deprived of education. . . . 
We rely on your mercy and ask how many children of both our tribes could 


be admitted to Asiret Mektebi [the imperial school for tribes]." 


Asiret Mektebi, established in Istanbul in 1892, was a five-year boarding 
school for children of tribal notables. The Ottomans founded the institution 
to integrate Kurdish and Arab nomadic elites into Ottoman governance, set- 


ting quotas for different “tribes.” The government had not identified Turkic- 
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speaking Afshars or North Caucasian muhajirs as eligible for admission. 
Circassians and Afshars challenged that omission, reasoning that graduation 
from Asiret Mektebi would improve their children’s chances in life and would 
help their communities to build up networks of patronage in the imperial cap- 
ital. To demonstrate their loyalty to the state, the two communities employed 
the relatively new term vatan (homeland) to refer to the Ottoman Empire 
and evlad-1 vatan (sons of the homeland) to their children.*? Moreover, in 
an attempt to claim eligibility for admission, Circassians self-designated as 
an asiret (tribe), which usually applied only to nomadic communities and, 
for many Ottoman elites, carried negative cultural associations.’ This peti- 
tion was meant to signal to Istanbul that the lack of investment in Aziziye 
left muhajirs with few opportunities and culturally disadvantaged, much 
like nomads.® Ironically, Asiret Mektebi was unpopular with many nomadic 
communities that had been eligible for admission because they saw it as a top- 
down compulsory initiative by the state. In 1907, the government closed the 
school shortly after a student rebellion broke out over bad food.*° 

The dearth of educational opportunities in refugee villages further el- 
evated the appeal of the military. It was no coincidence that, by the early 
twentieth century, North Caucasians in the Middle East were associated with 
the military and security apparatus rather than civil administration, arts, or 
commerce. In the late Ottoman era, military service was the primary vehicle 
of social mobility for muhajirs.*’” During the Russo-Ottoman War of 1877— 
78, many North Caucasians joined the Ottoman military and then climbed 
the ranks, which improved the lives of their families and inspired new gen- 
erations of muhajirs to pursue military service. Fuat was one such example. 
He benefited from his connections to higher-ranked Circassian officers in the 
army, while encouraging young men in his own family to study hard, practice 


martial skills, and enroll in military service. 


THE SLAVE VALLEY 

Migrations from the Caucasus turned Uzunyayla not only into a refugee 
valley but also a slave valley. The remoteness and exclusively North Cauca- 
sian makeup of the valley sustained Circassian agricultural slavery for several 
generations. In the early 1910s, local Circassians believed it to be a region with 


the largest number of slaves in the Ottoman Empire.** 


BUILDING THE CAUCASUS IN ANATOLIA 171 


More than half of North Caucasian villages in Uzunyayla were Kabard- 
ian. By the mid-nineteenth century, the Kabardians maintained a rigid social 
hierarchy, especially noted for slaveholding. As part of Russia’s abolition re- 
forms in the North Caucasus in the 1860s, the Russian government incen- 
tivized slaveholders to manumit their slaves voluntarily, in exchange for state 
compensation. In 1872, the Ottoman embassy in Saint Petersburg relayed a 
petition, in French, to the Russian authorities. The petition came from thir- 
teen Kabardian families who had left Russia and now resided in Ottoman 
Uzunyayla. The families, represented by Arslan Bey of the Anzurzade (An- 
zorov) family, collectively claimed to have left 103 male and female slaves in 
the Caucasus and asked the Russian government for 16,867 rubles to “recover 
the debts that they had left in Russia.”® The families manumitted their slaves 
before emigrating and now asked for compensation from the state. Whether 
the Russian government issued a payment to the Uzunyayla beys remains 
unknown. What matters is that these notables believed that they had legal 
ground for compensation and, to that effect, sent a bill, with a detailed break- 
down of prices for human beings they had once owned. They also had enough 
political capital to ensure that the Sivas provincial authorities would sign off 
on their petition and that the Ottoman Foreign Ministry would formally 
transmit the demand on its letterhead. They were not the only emigrants 
expecting to be reimbursed for manumission. In 1874, a group of Circassian 
notables in Maras Province requested an even greater sum of 53,720 rubles as 
compensation for their former slaves who had remained in the Caucasus.” 

Meanwhile, the Ottoman government was prompted to revisit its stance 
on Circassian agricultural slavery because of the events in Sivas Province. In 
1882, the Sivas authorities had attempted to draft local Circassians upon the 
expiration of their military service exemption, but many muhajirs turned out 
to be enslaved, and their masters vehemently opposed their draft. The case 
was referred to the Ottoman Council of Ministers, which deliberated and 
issued a decision. The government continued honoring hereditary agricul- 
tural slavery among Circassians but also insisted that, after the expiration of 
twenty-five-year exemptions, slaves must serve in the Ottoman military. By 
then, they had to be liberated through miikatebe (contract of manumission), 
which they could pay to their masters by giving them their allotted land as 


payment. If that land was not enough, they could service the debt to their 
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master later, upon returning from their military service.’ The continued Cir- 
cassian enslavement, with little prospect of liberation, provoked occasional 
slave rebellions in Uzunyayla. Already in 1880, 26 slaves fought their masters 
for their freedom in Aziziye. One slave and one slaveholder were killed, six 
slaves were recaptured, two slaves disappeared, and seventeen slaves reached 
Sivas, where they were arrested on the orders of the provincial governor.” 
Another revolt took place in 1911, when six slaves and five beys were killed in 
the village of Kazancik in Uzunyayla.”’ 

A rare testimony of an unfree person from Uzunyayla illustrates the im- 
punity of local slaveholders. In April 1899, a man knocked on the door of the 
British vice-consulate in Sivas. The man had traveled to the provincial capital 


from Uzunyayla and made the following statement: 


My name is Taka Oghlou Daoud, and I am a Chechen. I was as a child taken 
into the service of a Circassian of the village of Chamourli [Camurlu] in the 
Kaza of Azizie and, on the death of my master, became the servant of his son 
Medjid but have never been a slave. I married and had two daughters, who 
were sold as slaves by Medjid for £135. I cried and protested in vain, and was 
hung up for three days with my toes just touching the ground. Later I had 
five more children, four sons and a daughter. A short time ago, my master 
said he intended to sell them also. I then went to Azizie and lodged a com- 


plaint in court against Medjid. 


The Ottoman judge in Aziziye was reportedly “terrorized by Circassians” and 
had ruled against Taka, who then appealed to the office of the grand mufti in 
Istanbul, which vacated the order from Aziziye and sent the case to the pro- 
vincial court in Sivas. Taka thought that the presiding judge in Sivas would 
not dare issue a decision unfavorable to Uzunyayla’s powerful slaveholders 
and asked the provincial governor to intervene in his case, although he feared 
that the provincial governor might also be bought off by Taka’s wealthy 
master. He finally sought intercession of a foreign consul. Taka complained 


that the judicial system was stacked against people like him: 


I wish to employ an advocate but am not allowed to do so. I do not under- 
stand Turkish well and wish to have an interpreter of my own tribe but am 
not allowed to do so. I want to hand in a written statement of my case, but 


the Cadi’s [judge’s] clerk will not accept it. The Clerk wrote out a statement 
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of my case, and made me sign it, but I do not know what he has written 
down. ... I hear the Mufti intends to decide against me. I and my children 
are living in a khan [inn], poor and hungry, and are not allowed to ask for 


alms.” 


We do not know how the Sivas provincial judge ruled and whether Taka kept 
his children. Taka’s case is unusual because he succeeded in taking his griev- 
ances outside of Uzunyayla. Most unfree people, toiling in various forms of 
agricultural servitude, could not leave their well-hidden plateau where the old 
Circassian customs were shielded from outside judgment. 

Uzunyayla, as a diasporic extension of the “old Kabarda,” had reproduced 
and fortified social hierarchies, where one’s aristocratic, plebeian, or slave 
origins remain a marker of difference to this day. During my fieldwork, a 
muhtar of one Uzunyayla village, which he asked not to name, showed me 
an Ottoman population register from the late nineteenth century. Muhtars 
had been using it to record births, deaths, and marriages in that village until 
recently. The earliest entries were for Circassian muhajirs who had declared 
the Caucasus as their birthplace. The register was physically organized by 
social relations: the first entry for each household listed its patriarch, and 
all subsequent family members were described below in relation to him: for 
example, Ahmed’s wife, Ahmed’s son, Ahmed’s daughter-in-law. Under that 
man’s household were often listed the households of his slaves. For example, a 
new household would start with Ilyas, described as Ahmed’s slave (AAmed’in 
kélesi). One of the previous muhtars, whose job was to update the register, 
came from a family that used to be enslaved in that village. When he got 
hold of the register, he whited out all references to his family having been 
slaves and changed his ancestor’s descriptor to Ahmed’s son (Ahmed’in oglu), 
although the back side of the page, when read under the light, betrayed the 
legacy of slavery in that village. So did the setup of the register, where families 
that had once been enslaved were listed underneath the families that used to 
own their bodies and labor. The last children recorded in this register were 
born in the 1980s.”° 

Slavery, or more generally, bondage of some Circassian families to others 
who denied them full autonomy over their lives, lingered in Uzunyayla and 


the rest of Anatolia into the twentieth century. While the enslavement of 
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entire households ended in the early Turkish republican era, the sale of rural 
Circassian women into forced marriage to strangers continued into the 


1970s.” 


KHUTAT FAMILY: FROM ANATOLIA TO TRANSJORDAN 
The Khutat family, who had arrived in Aziziye in the early 1890s, ultimately 
decided against staying for good. They had several reasons. Cevat tried to 
secure agricultural land near Aziziye but ran into problems. Local officials re- 
fused to issue the land for free because the permit for the Khutats to move to 
Uzunyayla never arrived from Istanbul.?* The family considered purchasing 
land, but Fuat consulted with fellow officers with knowledge of Uzunyayla, 
who warned him that the government would not build roads to their chosen 
area because it was not worth the effort.” Moreover, the economy of Uzu- 
nyayla, in the absence of external investment and export routes, was on shaky 
foundations. Few refugee villages in Sivas Province prospered, and many mu- 
hajirs turned to banditry or the production and smuggling of drugs, particu- 
larly hemp and opium." Already fifteen years earlier, the British vice-consul 
in Sivas called Aziziye the “chief resort of the robbers and murderers in this 
part of Anatolia.” The consul’s ungenerous remark captures the sentiments 
of many, including well-off Circassians, about the refugee valley. Fuat wrote 
bluntly to Cevat in one of the letters, “We have been feigning ignorance, but 
we should own up to the truth that there is nothing desirable about living 
among people who used to be Circassians but lost their ways, are insufhi- 
ciently civilized, and are seditious and rebellious in the highest degree.”"” 
The Khutats abandoned the idea of creating a new village in Uzunyayla and 
renewed their search for the ideal settlement location. 

Fuat had long been writing to his friends, from other upper-status muha- 
jir families, for information on which areas were best for settlement, specif- 
ically having cheap land, peaceful neighbors, and minimal bureaucratic red 
tape. Based on their advice, the Khutats discussed the possibility of relocating 
to Konya Province in central Anatolia and to the subprovince of Giimiishane 
in northeastern Anatolia.'°? Fuat also corresponded directly with Ottoman 
officials in different provinces. Thus, the authorities of the subprovince of 
Malatya in eastern Anatolia encouraged the Khutats to relocate to their 


region and take up farming.’ Fuat briefly considered purchasing land near 
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Istanbul in eastern Thrace." At some point, the Khutats heard that plenty of 
fertile land was available on the Euphrates River between Gaziantep, Aleppo, 
and Birecik and wanted to send Selim Girey to vet the area." 

The Khutats’ search ended with an unexpected invitation. Cevat received 
a letter from the Habjokas, an aristocratic Kabardian family to whom they 
were related. The Habjokas had recently settled in the small Circassian village 
of Amman and invited the Khutats to travel to Jerusalem and, from there, ex- 
plore what the interior of the Levant had to offer new immigrants.'"” Fuat was 
not keen on the idea of his family relocating to the edge of the Syrian desert, 
but Cevat insisted on giving Amman a chance and departed for Transjordan 
in early 1895.8 His trip proved more than an exploratory visit. Cevat was so 
impressed with Amman that he telegraphed his relatives in Aziziye and his 
brother in Erzincan for an express money order of 50 Ottoman liras so that he 
could immediately invest in local real estate.’ Within weeks, he purchased 
land, tying the Khutats to their new property in Amman.'” 

The rest of the family moved from Aziziye to Amman in 1896. Some of 
them took the sea route via Beirut, and others traveled by land via Aleppo 
and Damascus.'" The Khutats settled in Amman’s Qabartay quarter, among 
fellow Kabardians. After much correspondence, the Refugee Commission 
finally signed off on the Khutats’ final settlement location. Cevat, as the head 
ofa muhajir household, received usufruct rights to 120 déniim of land for free 
from the government.'* Meanwhile, Fuat, who had remained in Erzincan, 
petitioned the military high command to transfer him to the Fifth Army, 
headquartered in Damascus, to be closer to family. His requests were repeat- 
edly denied.'? Fuat eventually became an ardent supporter of his family’s set- 
tlement in Transjordan after his Circassian friends in the military persuaded 
him that the area would likely thrive when the government completed the 
Hejaz Railway." In anticipation of an economic boom, Fuat enthusiastically 
pushed for the family’s investment in a diverse land portfolio in Amman: 
“However much you can save, put it back into the soil immediately. That 
is, turn it into real estate. Do not think that owning land sufficient for your 
own farming is enough. Buy more land, do not sow it, let it stay empty for a 
while. When there is an opportunity, try to add more land to your estate and 
to purchase the adjoining land.”"” Fuat later followed up, “There is nothing 


more valuable than land to get by in this world.”"° 
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Cevat, who had initially hoped to find a position in the Ottoman admin- 
istration in Salt, eagerly embraced his new role as a farmer and real estate 
entrepreneur. Cevat’s business strategy was simple: he would grow wheat, 
sell grain to Salti merchants, and reinvest capital into more real estate. The 
early years of farming were difficult for the Khutats: locust destroyed their 
first harvest; they lacked proper agricultural tools to till all of their land; 
and their oxen were stolen by a neighbor, as was investigated by the Salt 
shari‘a court.'” By the late 1890s, the family farm turned a profit on grain 
export. Cevat planned to import a stallion from Uzunyayla to breed Kabarda 
horses in Transjordan and purchased two more pairs of oxen to plough more 
land." He asked his brother where he could get a rifle, likely for protec- 
tion, as Circassians of Amman were heading into a conflict with bedouin 
over surrounding pastures.’? Fuat, who may have grown disillusioned with 
public service, supported his brother’s unforeseen entrepreneurial acumen, 
“A single kurus that you earn through your own effort and endeavor is more 
blessed and beneficial than a thousand kurus earned from the government’s 
treasury by holding a bureaucratic position.”’”° Cevat eventually purchased 
four shops in the Qabartay quarter of Amman for 563 kurus each, as attested 
by Ottoman land records, which was a sagacious investment because shops 
in the neighborhood would sell for up to 7,000 kurus by the early 1910s.'”! 
He also found a way to put his Ottoman legal education to practice. After 
improving his Arabic, he worked as an attorney for Amman’s Circassians 
in the Salt court. His most notable client was Sayetkhan bint Qurash bin 
Qoghulug, the protagonist of chapter 4. In Transjordan, Cevat had become 
Jawad Bey. 

The Khutats relied on kinship ties in their resettlement. When Cevat 
moved to Amman, Fuat urged him to persuade families that were related to 


them by blood or marital ties to follow the Khutats to Transjordan: 


My brother, are there any of our old in-laws who wish to go there with you? 
If such friends are available, accept them nicely and ease their business. Do 
not hesitate to make sacrifices in this matter. Do not forget that, however 
much you trust in friendship, no [new] friends would measure up to the old 
in-laws. It has been proven. It is not possible to find people like them again 


in distant places.'” 


S 
Ss 


BUILDING THE CAUCASUS IN ANATOLIA 177 


Throughout their journey, from the Caucasus to Adana, to Aziziye, and to 
Amman, the Khutats had been accompanied by six families, whom the Ref- 
ugee Commission called the “Khutat party.”!’? Circassian muhajir notables 
often lived surrounded by families that had emigrated with them; some of 
them were of equal social status, whereas others used to rely on their pa- 
tronage back in the Caucasus. Resettling together was not only a matter of 
emotional support, which by no means should be underestimated, but also a 
social and economic investment. For example, the Qul family, which moved 
to Amman with the Khutats, continued a close association and did business 
with them, having sold 20 déniim of land to Cevat and his nephew Ghazi 
in 1910.’ Kinship networks also raised muhajirs’ political capital, especially 
when negotiating with third parties. 


The Khutats, skilled letter-writers (see map 7), carefully cultivated rela- 


Ottoman Empire 
ZZ) No longer under Ottoman control 


HABSBURG EMPIRE 


RUSSIAN EMPIRE 


ROMANIA Benoga 
BOSNIA 
pe BLACK SEA 
= leon 
MONTENEGRO poll 
Merzifon. 


Efazurum _Hasankale 
\ 


° : Karakilise 
q an \ -~Y 
AEGEAN Z ° [Bayazit 
SEA Kayseri v) 
oN, Amie N % 
GREECE soi DN (Adana 
’ pe Hy 
@ Mersif = 


OTTOMAN 
EMPIRE 


IRAN 


MEDITERRANEAN SEA 
Damascus 


Jerusalem 


0 100 200 300mi 
ee 


— 
EGYPT 100 200 300 400 500 km 


Map 7. Khutats’ correspondence, 1890-1905. 


Cevat preserved the contents of Fuat’s 58 letters, which in turn referenced 122 
other letters among the Khutats and with their friends and Ottoman officials. 
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tions with Ottoman imperial and regional powerholders. By corresponding 
with the Refugee Commission and municipal authorities in Adana, Aziziye, 
and Amman, the Khutats negotiated permissions and privileges for them- 
selves and their client families. Muhajirs needed permission from the Refugee 
Commission to leave their original settlement and relocate elsewhere, while 
keeping the benefits that the muhajir status entailed. The Khutats spent the 
better part of the 1890s petitioning the Commission to formalize their right 
of settlement, to obtain permissions to leave, and to release their immigrant 
subsidies. Dozens of family letters reveal the Khutats’ frustration with the 
slow pace of Ottoman bureaucracy and their reliance on patrons for support. 
The family obtained the needed papers from the Commission through the 
intercession of Fuat’s military superiors in Istanbul and after involving local 
officeholders, such as the Aziziye district governor and the Amman township 
head.’ 

The Khutats stayed in Transjordan, while keeping their many transre- 
gional connections. Serife (see figure 7), the sister of Fuat and Cevat, married 
artillery captain Azmi Bey, who served with Fuat. His notable Circassian 
family, the Haghandogas, was scattered between Anatolia, Transjordan, and 
Egypt. When Azmi Bey asked Fuat for her hand in marriage, Fuat wrote to 
Cevat that the family should consider the proposal, but the decision must 
be “basically, Serife’s view on the matter.”'”° Serife accepted Azmi Bey’s pro- 
posal.” Meanwhile, Cevat (see figure 8) married his cousin Muzayan, the 
daughter of Gulumkhan, and they had five daughters together.'’* Hanife 
Hanim, the mother of Fuat, Cevat, and Serife, remained in Amman as a ma- 
triarch of a growing family. In almost every letter, Fuat first inquired about 
his mother’s health and well-being. Latife, Cevat’s cousin, married Isma‘il 
Babug, the first mayor of Amman.” Ghazi, Selim Girey’s son, after helping 
Cevat to set up the family business in Amman, left to receive an education 
in Istanbul, following in the footsteps of his two uncles. He then found work 
in Egypt, where he managed the estate of a sister of Sultan Hussein Kamel 
(r. 1914-17) and Sultan/King Fuad I (r. 1917-36) in Banha District in the 
Nile Delta. Upon his death in 1927, his family moved back to Amman.'*° 
Ghazi’s son Jalal Ghazi pursued a career in financial administration and was 
in charge of the finances of the Jordanian Armed Forces between 1965 and 


1999.'"' The Khutats’ friends, the Habjokas, who had invited them to move 
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to Transjordan, also did exceptionally well. Their scion Said al-Mufti rose 
to become a leader of the Circassian community and served as a three-term 
prime minister of Jordan in the 1950s. 

Fuat, whose detailed correspondence animated this family history, re- 
mained in Erzincan. In 1898, he received the Order of the Mecidiye of the 


third class for his service on the Iranian border.'*” 


He was then reassigned 
to a military desk job in Erzurum but was soon back to patrolling the Rus- 
sian border.'*? His letters to Amman would arrive from different towns along 
the border: Karakilise (Agri), Bayazit (Dogubayazit), Hasankale (Pasinler), 
and Mus. Fuat was later handpicked for the Ottoman border commission 


and traveled to the Caucasus to work with his tsarist counterparts on what 


Figure 7. Serife, Fuat, and Sefika Khutat. 


Photograph taken circa 1906. Courtesy: Khutat Family Collection. 
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a og 
Figure 8. Cevat Khutat. 


Photograph taken circa 1926. 
Courtesy: Khutat Family Collection. 


he referred to as “border-related problems,” which could have been related 
to contraband traffic or activities of Armenian revolutionaries.'*4 Likely as 
a result of that mission, he received a promotion from the rank of kolagass 
(senior captain) to binbasz (major) in 1900.'” Based on the family’s recollec- 
tions, around the same time he married Sefika, an Armenian woman from 
Erzincan (see figure 7).'°° 

Fuat, who had left Circassia as a young boy, developed a keen interest 
in tracing his family’s ancestry. He wrote to his brother and older relatives 
to help him to reconstruct their genealogical list and family tree.’ “Our 
family was known and esteemed in Circassia [Ott. Tur., Cerkezistan] and 
distinguished in prestige,” he wrote.’** He traveled to Kabarda, which his 
family had left for western Circassia three generations prior, to learn about his 
ancestors. He excitedly related to Cevat what he had discovered: their family 
was one of three branches of a larger kin, and one of their forefathers owned a 


“famous grey horse,” still fondly remembered in Kabarda.’” A century later, 
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after the fall of communism, the Khutats would use the family tree that Fuat 
had drawn up to find their long-lost relatives in Russia."“° 

Fuat’s surviving letters end abruptly in 1905, although he almost certainly 
continued corresponding with his family in Amman. But he left us another 
written artifact. The archaeological museum in Erzurum preserves a detailed 
map of the city drawn in 1904 by one “Kafkasyali Kur. Yb. Fuat Bey.” By that 
time, Fuat was promoted to yarbay (lieutenant colonel). While stationed in 
Erzurum, which was the Ottomans’ eastern outpost near the Russian border, 
Fuat mapped the city’s topography. On the map, he listed, with military 
precision, the names of the main mosques, churches, baths, markets, and 
schools and painstakingly counted Erzurum shops (2,735), textile manufac- 
turers (243), tanners (106), jewelers (45), and others.'*! 

Fuat eventually returned to Istanbul, a city that he loved, where he found 
himself in the thick of a rapidly changing empire. Sometime after the Young 
Turk Revolution of 1908, Fuat became superintendent in the Ottoman Mili- 
tary Academy (Mekteb-i Ulum-i Harbiye).'* He trained a new generation of 
staff officers whose duty was to defend the empire and its reinstated constitu- 
tion. In January 1913, the CUP carried out a coup d’état against grand vizier 
Kamil Pasa’s liberal government and installed Mahmut Sevket Pasa as the 
grand vizier. In June, the new grand vizier was assassinated, which the CUP 
used as a pretext to unleash a purge of the liberal opposition, primarily sup- 
porters of the dissolved Freedom and Accord Party.'*? During the purge, Fuat 
was arrested and, shortly thereafter, executed. According to family memories, 
all charges against him were false and politically motivated.'4 

After Fuat’s death, his widow and three children joined the rest of the 
Khutat family in Amman but then returned to Istanbul. Fuat and Sefika’s 
children grew up in Istanbul, through the Allied occupation and early re- 
publican rule, as members of the first generation of the new Turkey. They all 
received a good education. Fuat and Sefika’s daughter Saziment graduated 
from the American College for Girls (now Robert College); son Suat became 
a lawyer, like his Transjordanian uncle Cevat; and son Resat became an army 
officer, like his late father.’ 


By the early twentieth century, Uzunyayla was home to one of the largest 


and most ethnically diverse North Caucasian populations in the empire. The 
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town of Aziziye was one of the rare Ottoman refugee towns. The North Cau- 
casians’ resettlement in central Anatolia progressed differently than that in 
the Balkans and Transjordan. In the Balkans, muhajirs struggled because of 
insufficient Ottoman financial support, which led to banditry and sectarian 
violence before muhajirs were expelled. In Uzunyayla, state funding for ref 
ugees was also inadequate, and contemporaries likewise lamented muhajir 
poverty and banditry. The difference was that, in remote Uzunyayla, muha- 
jirs did not clash with settled Christian populations and were not dragged 
into a brewing war of national liberation. But Uzunyayla Circassians did not 
thrive either, compared to their kin in Transjordan. The fortunes of Aziziye 
and Amman, two Circassian refugee towns, could not be more different. 
Amman, with four million residents, is now a global city, whereas Pinarbas1, 
as Aziziye has been known since 1926, had a population of 8,803 in 2019. 
Uzunyayla’s economic and demographic stagnation began already in the 
Ottoman era. After all, the Khutats left Aziziye for Amman precisely because 
the latter held better economic prospects. The North Caucasian experience 
in Uzunyayla was a quintessential Ottoman story of refugee resettlement: 
the Ottoman government had settled muhajirs in that region and provided 
military support in the 1860s, when nomads had challenged muhajirs’ rights 
to the land, but afterward the state slowly retreated, leaving refugees to their 
own devices. The government committed minimal resources to building up 
refugee villages and, critically, did not invest in the logistical infrastructure of 
the wider region. The massive Sivas Province, at the very center of Anatolia, 
did not have a single railway, despite multiple attempts to build them. The 
Ottomans sold early concessions to British entrepreneurs to build railways to 
Sivas from Samsun in 1857 and Uskiidar in 1862, both of which were soon 
abandoned." In 1890, the Belgian Cockerill Company purchased a conces- 
sion to build a railway between Samsun and Sivas, but its construction stalled 
because of diplomatic opposition from Germany, whose Deutsche Bank had 
funded the Anatolian Railway, established in 1888, and considered its own 
prospective extension toward Sivas."*” Meanwhile, the German-funded Bagh- 
dad Railway, designed to connect Baghdad to Istanbul and Berlin, could have 
gone through central Anatolia, particularly Ankara, Sivas, and Diyarbaku, 
as the Ottoman government pushed for that route.'** It never came to pass 


because, in 1900, Russia negotiated the Black Sea Agreement, which stipu- 
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lated that only the Ottoman government or Russia itself could build a railway 
anywhere between Ankara and the Russian border. The tsarist government 
sought to prevent the construction of any railway that could deliver Ottoman 
soldiers to the Russian border and knew that the Ottomans lacked funds 
to build such a railway on their own.” The first railway in central Anatolia 
connected Kayseri to Ankara only in 1927; it was extended to Sivas in 1930. 
No railway extension was ever built to Aziziye/Pinarbas. In the absence of a 
railway, it was nearly impossible to attract external capital to this little town 
and its mountain valley. 

The economy and demographics of Uzunyayla took several hits in the 
twentieth century. During the Armenian genocide, Aziziye’s Armenian popu- 
lation was deported and slaughtered.” Many Armenians of Aziziye were arti- 
sans and merchants, whose trades connected Uzunyayla to the outside world. 
Aziziye emerged from the war as an ethnically cleansed and economically 
devastated town, like so many in Anatolia. Furthermore, the muhajir pastoral 
economy declined. The Uzunyayla North Caucasians’ most profitable trade 
was selling horses to the Ottoman military. As Turkey’s military required 
progressively fewer animals, the export of horses dwindled and came to an 
end in the 1950s."! Today, driving through the plateau, one would see many 
cows but not the Uzunyayla horses, which almost disappeared as a breed. 
North Caucasians had to reorient their economy from horse breeding to ag- 
riculture and husbandry, but the lack of a nearby railway or trans-Anatolian 
highways meant that Uzunyaylans could not easily export their agricultural 
and pastoral production. Finally, it was modern Turkey’s urbanization that 
hit Uzunyayla the hardest. Younger generations have been leaving Uzunyayla 
for bigger cities, especially Kayseri and Ankara, and for Germany as Turkish 
guest workers.’” The population of Aziziye/Pinarbasi District fell from 50,784 
in 1907 to 31,695 in 1935; it recovered in the postwar years and then has been 
plummeting since the 1980s." In 2022, its population stood at 21,240." 

The geographic isolation of Uzunyayla has sustained its North Caucasian 
cultural heritage. Uzunyayla is no longer exclusively North Caucasian: Af 
shars, Kurds, and Turkish muhajirs from Bulgaria established their own vil- 
lages there. The population of Pinarbasi, which was founded as a Circassian 
refugee town and a buffer against the Afshars, is primarily local Turks, whose 


Afshar ancestors had been expelled from Uzunyayla. And yet, about 10,000 
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North Caucasians remain in over sixty villages on the plateau.’ Uzunyayla 
is one of the few places in the Middle East, where younger generations of 
North Caucasians still speak Circassian. In 2017, the Hatuqwai (western Cir- 
cassian) village of Kaynar in Uzunyayla hosted the International Circassian 
Cultural Festival. This annual “Circassian Woodstock” attracts musicians, 
singers, storytellers, and dancers from Turkey, Jordan, and Russia. That year, 
the festival was sponsored by Turkey’s Ministry of Culture and Tourism and 
almost all North Caucasian diasporic organizations, and it was attended by 
15,000 people, most of whom chartered buses from Kayseri, Ankara, and 
Istanbul and even flew from Berlin. On two cool summer days, a small vil- 
lage on a high plateau came alive through the sounds of Circassian, Abazin, 
Chechen, and other languages. Anatolia’s Little Caucasus created its own 
cultural legacy, and it remains a second homeland for many North Cauca- 
sians in the Middle East. The next chapter explores how North Caucasian 
refugees learned to think of themselves as one community, while dispersed 


throughout the empire. 
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IN THE EARLY TWENTIETH CENTURY, North Caucasian activ- 
ists in the Ottoman Empire worked together to mold their disparate refugee 
groups into one community. The empire’s many peoples—Greeks, Arme- 
nians, Jews, Bulgarians, Albanians, and others—increasingly couched their 
communal aspirations in ethnoreligious and ethnonational terms. Muhajir 
activists followed suit but faced many hurdles in articulating their collective 
identity. North Caucasian refugees belonged to different ethnic groups who 
spoke mutually unintelligible languages within four language families— 
Northwest Caucasian, Northeast Caucasian, Indo-European, and Turkic. 
What were they to call themselves collectively? Others typically referred 
to them as Circassians, but could Chechens, Ossetians, and Dagestanis be 
included in the collective designation as Circassians? Furthermore, North 
Caucasian refugees arrived with no written culture in their native languages. 
To foster a sense of community, they needed to learn how to read their lan- 
guages and to agree on how to write them. Adyghe (Circassian) was the 
native language of most refugees, but what were its boundaries, and whose 
dialect would be favored in written Circassian? What script would refugees 


choose? The Latin script provided a better platform for the exceptionally rich 
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range of consonants in Northwest Caucasian languages (Ubykh had eighty- 
four phonemic consonants). The Arabic script, however, was more familiar 
to Ottoman-educated muhajirs and was the preferred script of the empire’s 
Muslim communities.' The questions of identity and self-representation 
guided debates among North Caucasian activists. 

This chapter examines the evolution of the North Caucasian diaspora 
in the late Ottoman era. How muhajirs organized themselves sheds light 
on the political implications of their refugeedom for the Ottoman Empire 
and Russia. By the 1860s, North Caucasian muhajirs already held the main 
components of a diasporic community, as theorized by scholars of diasporas: 
ethnocommunal consciousness, dispersal from their homeland, collective 
memory of it, commitment to it, and—to some extent—desire to return and 
alienation from host societies.’ It took several decades for North Caucasian 
intellectuals to publicly articulate that their refugee communities formed a 
whole: rooted in the Caucasus, distinct from the surrounding host commu- 
nities, yet part of the Ottoman nation. The formation of the North Cauca- 
sian diaspora in the Ottoman Empire is extraordinary because it preceded 
the nation-building process in the homeland. The emergence of diasporas in 
global history is typically contingent on a strong sense of preexisting identity, 
fortified by a literary tradition. The North Caucasians did not have that. 
While making sense of their displacement from Russia and scattered resettle- 
ment in the Ottoman Empire, these communities wrote their histories and 
dictionaries. Not only did North Caucasians have to develop a written cul- 
ture in exile, they did so with self-awareness as a multiethnic and multilin- 
gual diaspora. 

This chapter moves through the vast world of Caucasus Muslims, which, 
by the late nineteenth century, spanned the Caspian and the Aegean coasts. 
It starts with refugee villages in the Ottoman Empire, exploring social struc- 
tures and traditions that helped muhajirs to preserve their cultures. Refugee 
village networks facilitated the exchange of information within the North 
Caucasian diaspora and helped muhajirs to form a coherent social bloc within 
the empire. The story continues in Istanbul after the Young Turk Revolution 
of 1908. North Caucasian elites established the Circassian Union and Support 
Association (1908-23), which crafted the muhajirs’ diasporic identity around 


the “Circassianness” of the dominant refugee group. It further promoted its 
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vision of the North Caucasian place within the broader Ottoman nation and 
global Muslim community, or the umma.’ Finally, this chapter focuses on 
the transimperial debate about Aijra, or Muslim emigration, which greatly 
animated North Caucasians on both sides of the Russo-Ottoman border. 
While many muhajirs urged their families in the Caucasus to join them in 
the Ottoman Empire, others opposed any further emigration from Russia. 
North Caucasian intellectuals in the Ottoman and Russian empires used the 
nascent Muslim print media, in Ottoman Turkish, Arabic, Russian, and— 
for the first time—Circassian, to dissuade Caucasus Muslims from becom- 
ing muhajirs. This chapter, by following muhajirs’ writings about education, 
abolition, and emigration, tells the origin story of North Caucasian diasporic 
politics in the Middle East. 


NORTH CAUCASIAN VILLAGES 
Following their displacement, hundreds of thousands of North Caucasians 
found themselves scattered across the rural vastness of the Ottoman Empire. 
They had no formal institutions to represent them and were separated from 
much of their traditional leadership, who perished during the Caucasus War, 
remained in Russia, or moved to Ottoman cities. North Caucasians were also 
torn away from their homeland; from their sacred mountains, forests, shrines, 
and cemeteries of their ancestors; and from their communal histories, as told 
through songs, legends, and lineages, because many of their elders died in 
war or in flight. What helped refugees to survive and, in a broader sense, to 
remain Circassian or Chechen was staying together in muhajir villages. The 
formation of the North Caucasian diaspora occurred in the Ottoman coun- 
tryside through indigenous social institutions and refugee village networks. 
North Caucasian refugees brought with them the elaborate social struc- 
tures of their old societies, which were unlike those of their new neighbors 
in the Middle East and also differed significantly among North Caucasian 
communities. Several Circassian communities, such as Kabardians, Beslen- 
eys, and Bzhedughs, had a rigid social order, dominated by hereditary ar- 
istocracy. The society in Kabarda was divided into pshi (princely families); 
werg (notables), including upper-rank tekotlesh and dizhenugo and lower- 
rank beslan-werg, werg-shaotlugus, and pshikeu, serving as troops for princes 


and upper-rank notables; and free peasants, including azat (freedmen), who 
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formed the majority of Kabarda’s population by the mid-nineteenth century. 
‘The rest were in various categories of bondage: og (in land corvée), lagunapyt 
(in land and household corvée), and unaut (enslaved).’ Other Circassian com- 
munities, including Shapsughs, Abzakhs, and Natukhais, had a smaller no- 
bility stratum and elected their leadership in people’s assemblies. The Soviet 
historiography referred to the former as “aristocratic” Circassians and the 
latter as “democratic” Circassians, which was an oversimplification and dis- 
tortion of complex political dynamics in pre-conquest Circassia.° By the mid- 
nineteenth century, many Circassian communities had been reforming their 
old social order and moving toward more inclusive forms of governance.’ 
This political transformation was interrupted by the Caucasus War and mass 
expulsions from the Circassian coast. 

Chechen society was structured differently, around kins and historical 
alliances. Every Chechen household belonged to a taip, or clan, which de- 
scended from the same ancestor. The largest social unit was a tukkhum, or a 
union of multiple taip that had banded together for economic or defensive 
purposes. By the mid-nineteenth century, the Chechens were split into 135 
taip, of which three-quarters formed the nine tukkhum: Aekkkhii, Chaberloi, 
Chanti, Orstkhoi (Karabulak), Malkhi, Nokhchmekhkakhoi, Sharoi, Shatoi, 
and T’erloi.’ The Chechen society was less hierarchical than the Circassian 
one, with few notables and, by the mid-nineteenth century, fewer slaves than 
in neighboring North Caucasian communities.” Chechen villages were gov- 
erned by elected councils, and in exceptional circumstances many tip came 
together to convene the elders’ council to rule on matters of war and peace. 

Every North Caucasian ethnic group had its own social hierarchy, on 
which muhajirs relied to organize their communities in exile, from the 
physical setup of their villages to the distribution of land and labor. These 
structures, under tremendous strain after displacement, inevitably evolved in 
diaspora. The North Caucasians in the Ottoman Empire were an extension of 
their societies in the Caucasus, but they also formed radically new communi- 
ties because, amid the hardships of resettlement, different subethnic groups 
and social strata mixed like they never did before. Muhajirs developed their 
own criteria for inclusion and exclusion. For example, in many areas, mar- 
riages between North Caucasians from different ethnic groups or between 


notables and freemen, which would have been frowned upon in the Cauca- 
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sus, were gradually accepted. At the same time, many muhajirs refused to 
marry non—North Caucasians or muhajirs of slave descent." 

North Caucasians arrived with distinct sets of social and legal practices 
that governed their communities. They were specific to each ethnic group 
but had broad similarities throughout the Caucasus. The first one was cus- 
tomary law, or ‘adat, which regulated various aspects of North Caucasian 
lives, including marriage, inheritance, trade, and punishment." For exam- 
ple, in Dagestan, customary law bound together groups of villages into free 
confederacies and set their mutual obligations in defense and communal 
farming and shepherding.'* In the Caucasus, customary law had long coex- 
isted with Islamic law, but their differences were politicized in the nineteenth 
century. In the Caucasus Imamate under the leadership of Imam Shamil, 
shari‘a replaced ‘adat in many matters, whereas the Russian administration 
in the Caucasus often elevated customary law over Islamic law in the admin- 
istration of mountaineer affairs.’? In the Ottoman Empire, muhajirs often 
followed their customary law, for example, in setting dowers for the bride, 
which some shari‘a courts recognized." 

The second set of uniquely North Caucasian practices was an unwritten 
moral code: Adyghe Khabze for Circassians, Apsuara for Abkhazians, Tau 
Adet for Karachays and Balkars, Nokhchalla for Chechens, Ezdel for Ingush, 
and Aghdau for Ossetians. Each community’s moral code incorporated its 
mythologies and prehistories and prescribed certain gender and class hierar- 
chies, wedding etiquette, and other behavioral norms. For example, Circas- 
sian fathers could not call their children by their names in public. Likewise, a 
husband and wife considered it taboo to call each other by their given names, 
instead using pet names.” For Circassians, Adyghe Khabze informed Adyga- 
ghe, the ethics of being a Circassian, or “Circassianness.”" 

In addition to North Caucasian customary law and moral codes, several 
social institutions helped North Caucasians to preserve connections among 
their scattered communities in exile. One was the atalzk custom, a type of 
fosterage practiced by Circassians, Abkhazians, Ossetians, and Turkic people 
in the North Caucasus. Children were often sent away to be raised by a foster 
father (atalk) and would return to their birth parents only upon reaching 
marriageable age. For example, the Gerays, the Chinggisid ruling family of 


Crimea that in terms of the prestige of lineage was regarded second only to 
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the Ottoman dynasty in the Ottoman world, traditionally sent their boys to 
Circassian notables for upbringing.” Some of their Circassianized offspring 
also became muhajirs in the Ottoman Empire." In the past, the atalk tradi- 
tion helped to solidify alliances between upper-status families. By the nine- 
teenth century, it was more commonly practiced as an unequal relationship, 
wherein lower-status families were expected to raise children of their social 
superiors. Thus, Kabardian princes would send their children to notables, 
and notables would send theirs to free peasants; Abkhazian semidependent 
(ankhaiu) peasants could pass their children onto dependent (akhuiu) peas- 
ants.” In various forms, this custom continued in the North Caucasian dias- 
pora, binding many refugee families together. 

Another social institution was khachesh, a traditional guest house that 
upper-status Circassian families used to have. Travelers passing through a 
Circassian village could stay in a khachesh for free, availing themselves of 
the expected hospitality of their hosts. In diaspora, khachesh was a site of 
communal transmission of knowledge, to which notables invited folk singer- 
storytellers (dzheguako), thereby enabling greater mobility and communica- 
tion within the muhajir world. For example, in Uzunyayla, several prominent 
families maintained well-known khachesh into the 1970s.*° A khachesh also 
served as a place where the elders’ council deliberated village affairs and adju- 
dicated disagreements by customary law.”! 

North Caucasian muhajirs stayed in touch with each other through vil- 
lage networks. These networks connected clusters of monoethnic villages, at a 
great distance from each other, tied primarily through kinship. The networks 
were informal, fluid, and served different purposes. Muhajirs commonly vis- 
ited their extended families and searched for a prospective spouse in other 
villages. They bartered agricultural produce and moved around for services 
of blacksmiths, cart makers, and healers who spoke their language. North 
Caucasians reportedly established routes of horse and cattle trade between 
the tsarist Caucasus and Ottoman Kars, Sivas, and Damascus, which lay 
through North Caucasian refugee villages.”” Muhajirs rallied other villages 
for shared defense, or assault, when in conflict with nomadic populations, as 
happened in Uzunyayla, Transjordan, and the Golan Heights. Some village 
networks were more extensive and tight-knit than others, depending on the 


geography of resettlement. For most refugees, these connections provided a 
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lifeline to preserving their languages, economies, and ways of life as North 
Caucasians. Not all muhajirs were mobile; most were firmly tied down by 
their allotted land and farming schedule and never left their districts, but 
they were also part of village networks, as news of what was happening to 
muhajirs elsewhere traveled from village to village, holding together the scat- 


tered refugee realm. 
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Figure 9. Blueprint of a mosque for refugees. 
BOA PLK.p 187 (Silivri District, 6 recep 1300, 13 May 1883). 
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Village mosques and schools sustained the circulation of knowledge in 
the North Caucasian community. Refugee villages formed a job market for 
the diaspora’s most educated members. Many muhajirs arrived with their 
own ‘ulama, educated in madrasas of Dagestan, Crimea, Kazan, Egypt, and 
the Ottoman Empire. In the early 1860s, the Ottoman government envi- 
sioned every refugee village to have a mosque—a small mescit or a larger 
cami (see figure 9)—often with an adjacent school. For example, in 1861, the 
government funded the construction of seven mosques in Uzunyayla.” In 
later years, the scope of migration from the Caucasus had overwhelmed the 
Ottoman treasury, drastically reducing state investment into the refugees’ 
religious and educational infrastructure. Nevertheless, in 1870, the govern- 
ment mandated that every new muhajir village have a mosque and a pri- 
mary school.” It fell upon the muhajirs themselves to pay for, or negotiate 
the government’s cosponsorship of, mosques and schools in their villages. 
In some villages, muhajirs established charitable endowments that supported 
the maintenance of mosques and payment of salaries to imams and teachers.” 
The educated muhajirs commonly traveled from village to village for new 
appointments. At the early stage of resettlement, Ottoman authorities favored 
the North Caucasian ‘ulama for appointments in muhajir villages, as they 
needed to cultivate a loyal refugee elite.** The ‘ulama were among the few 
refugees who could write and speak in Arabic and often became communal 
representatives and mediators between their refugee communities and the 
government. In the Hamidian era, the government preferred to instead ap- 
point non-muhajir imams in refugee villages to ensure the proper “Islamiza- 
tion” of North Caucasian refugees whose social practices, such as collective 
mixed-gender dancing, bewildered their Ottoman Muslim neighbors.” 

In the first generation after displacement, muhajirs relied on centuries-old 
social institutions and new village networks to sustain their communities in 
the vast Ottoman countryside. Meanwhile, many muhajir elites found them- 
selves in Ottoman cities, where they helped to formulate what it meant to be 


Circassian and North Caucasian as Ottoman subjects. 
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NORTH CAUCASIAN DIASPORIC ORGANIZATIONS 
By the late nineteenth century, Ottoman communities espoused new forms 
of affiliation. Ethnic nationalism transformed how many Ottoman subjects 
perceived their place in history and their relationship with the Ottoman state. 
Ethnic and religious identities were often fused, especially for the empire’s 
Christian subjects. Private institutions of Ottoman Christians—schools, 
printing presses, and charitable associations—increasingly emphasized lan- 
guage and shared history, in addition to faith, as binding their members 
together. Many of the empire’s Muslim communities, from Albania to Kurd- 
istan, also pressed for acknowledgment of their ethnic and linguistic differ- 
ences through new cultural associations, educational initiatives, and literary 
works. The Hamidian authorities were paranoid about any forms of dissent 
and widely employed secret police to crack down on any activities that might 
suggest political opposition. The government was anxious about ethnic pol- 
itics, especially by the empire’s Muslim subjects, as the Treaty of Berlin of 
1878 all but confirmed ethnicity as key to sovereignty and border delineation. 
The first North Caucasian association was the Society for Circassian 
Unity (Ott. Tur., Cemiyet-i Ittihadiye-i Cerakise), founded in Cairo in 1899. 
Turn-ofthe-century Egypt, under British occupation, served as a haven, 
alongside Paris and Geneva, for Ottoman intellectuals facing censorship by 
the Hamidian regime.”* The founder of the society was Mehmed Emin Bey 
(Loh), a Caucasus-born Abazin notable who had earlier been exiled to Trip- 
olitania for his ties to the Young Turks. The establishment of the society was 
announced in the inaugural issue of its newspaper, /ttihad Gazetesi (1899), in 
Ottoman Turkish. In what would be its only issue, the newspaper criticized 
the Ottoman government for its inadequate handling of the first Circassian 
refugee crisis, in 1863—65. The editorial emphasized that muhajirs moved to 
the Ottoman caliphate to preserve their Muslim faith but did not receive a 
warm welcome by the Ottoman government.” The harsh criticism was likely 
the reason for the Porte swiftly banning the Cairene newspaper from enter- 
ing the Ottoman domains.*° The Circassian newspaper, however, also urged 
muhajirs to be loyal to their “common Ottoman homeland” and advocated a 
“strong alliance” between “the noble Ottomans” and “their Circassian broth- 
ers.” Likewise, the statute of the Society for Circassian Unity committed to 


working for the benefit of the “whole Ottoman and Muslim nation” (millet), 
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while protecting the “nationality (kavmiyet) of the Circassians.”*! The orga- 
nization withered away soon after its establishment. Its founder returned to 
the Ottoman Empire after being pardoned by Sultan Abdiilhamid II, who 
appointed him as inspector for the settlement of muhajirs in Eskisehir.*” 

The Young Turk Revolution of 1908 transformed the Ottoman politi- 
cal environment. A group of revolutionaries, led by the CUP, forced Sultan 
Abdiilhamid II to restore the Ottoman constitution and the Ottoman 
parliament, the hallmarks of the First Constitutional Era in 1876-78. The 
revolution promised legal equality, political representation, and the govern- 
ment’s accountability to the empire’s many subjects. The revolution ended 
the Hamidian-era censorship of political associations and allowed Ottoman 
subjects to assemble openly. The freedoms, which jubilant crowds celebrated 
on the streets of Ottoman cities in 1908, started shrinking soon after the 
revolution and were diminished after the CUP coup of 1913, but for a while 
they generated a political and cultural awakening for many communities, 
including the North Caucasians.°*? 

The second North Caucasian diasporic organization was the Circassian 
Union and Support Association (Cerkes Ittihad ve Teaviin Cemiyeti; here- 
after, the Association). Established in Istanbul after the Young Turk Revolu- 
tion, it was the largest and dominant North Caucasian organization in the 
Ottoman Empire between 1908 and 1923. Under the leadership of Ahmed 
Cavid Pasa (1840-1916), a Caucasus-born Ottoman-Ubykh civil administra- 
tor, the Association claimed to represent all North Caucasian communities in 
the empire. Its primary goals included funding North Caucasian cultural and 
educational initiatives and lobbying the Ottoman government on issues most 
relevant to muhajirs, such as access to education and abolition of slavery. 

The Association became an umbrella group for North Caucasian elites 
from different ethnic and social groups: some were the old Ottoman- 
Circassian elites, who had descended from palace slaves and janissaries; 
others were scions of aristocratic families or Imam Shamil’s generals, who 
had left the Caucasus for Ottoman cities; and many were army officers and 
civil administrators, who may have been of humble refugee origins but rose 
through the Ottoman ranks. The Association’s prominent members included 
Deli Fuat Pasa (1835-1931), a member of the Ottoman Senate in 1908; Hiiseyin 
Tosun Bey (1875-1930), Hiiseyin Kadri Bey (1870-1934), Ismail Canbulat Bey 
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(1880-1926), and Tahir Hayrettin Bey (1875-1937), members of the Cham- 
ber of Deputies in 1908-14; Mehmet Semsettin Pasa (1855-1917), minister for 
vakrf in 1908-9 and, at various times, ambassador in Bucharest and Tehran 
and the Sultan’s regent to Tripoli and Benghazi; Mehmet Resit Bey (1873- 
1919), one of the four founders of the CUP in 1889, governor of Diyarbakir in 
1915, and one of the chief perpetrators of the Armenian genocide; and Musa 
Kundukhov’s son Bekir Sami Bey (1867-1933), governor of Van, Trabzon, 
Bursa, Beirut, and Aleppo, and later minister of foreign affairs in Mustafa 
Kemal’s first cabinet in 1920-21. Several Circassian ministers and generals, 
if not formal members of the Association, had ties to it: Salih Hulusi Pasa 
(1864-1939), minister of war in 1909, minister of navy in 1910-11, minister 
of public works in 1912, and grand vizier in 1920; Hursid Pasa (1854-1934), 
minister of navy in 1911-12; and Hiiseyin Nazim Pasa (1848-1913), minister of 
war in 1912—13.°4 Many Association members were actively involved with the 
CUP; some joined the Freedom and Accord Party and smaller constitution- 
alist parties, and others held loyalty to the Hamidian regime and retained 
close ties to the palace. 

The Association laid out its vision for the North Caucasian diasporic 
identity in its inaugural proclamation in 1908. The founders addressed North 
Caucasians as “fellow countrymen” (yurttaslar) and referred to the Cauca- 
sus as their “true country” (ger¢ek yurdumuz).» Yet the Association stressed, 
similar to its Cairene predecessor, that the Ottoman Empire was the North 
Caucasians’ new homeland, where muhajirs could freely profess their faith, 
preserve their culture, and now enjoy civic freedoms. The Association also 
attributed a much greater role to religion in narrating the muhajirs’ displace- 
ment than would become customary for the North Caucasian diaspora over 
the course of the twentieth century: “May God Almighty preserve our sub- 
lime state as the Islamic caliphate and the Ottoman sultanate. Had a strong 
Muslim government, such as the Ottoman Empire, not provided refuge to 
us, or rather had this sacred caliphate, this glorious government, and this 
holy land not accepted and protected us, we would have lost our religion. . . . 
Had we lost our religion, we would have definitely lost our freedom too.”** 
The Association, which sought to reach rural refugee populations, was fusing 
the rhetoric of Islamic refuge and the Ottoman caliphate, ubiquitous in the 


Hamidian age, with that of freedom, emblematic of the post-1908 years. 
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The Association promoted three overlapping affiliations for muhajirs: 
with the Circassian community, the Ottoman nation, and the umma. First, 
the Association pressed that, to preserve their identity in exile, Circassians 
needed to educate their children in the Circassian language and culture. It 
appealed to its members: “We, the Circassians, are the most backward people 
among all Ottoman communities in terms of education. Today, we cannot 
write in Circassian, and, with time, the number of Circassian speakers will 
only diminish.”*” Second, the Association declared that every muhajir’s duty 
was to “serve the Ottoman constitutional government, which ensures protec- 
tion of our community (milliyetimiz), justice, and prosperity.”*® The Associa- 
tion worked on the doctrine of Circassianism (Cerkescilik), or a commitment 
to the Circassian nation as a constituent element of the Ottoman nation, but 
it was never fully conceptualized in its publications.*” Finally, the Association 
emphasized that muhajirs should strive to be good Muslims by nurturing 
their “moral beauty” in the “pure and righteous way of [the Prophet] Mu- 
hammad,” as well as be studious and hardworking.“” Muhajir education and 
labor would further contribute to the glory of the Circassian community and 
the Ottoman nation. 

North Caucasian activists never denied an Ottoman identity. On the 
contrary, the Association embraced the notion of Ottomanism (Osmamnlilzh), 
which encompassed loyalty to the state, equality of Ottoman citizens, and be- 
longing to the Ottoman nation. It first emerged as an imperial project in the 
nineteenth century. As Michelle Campos demonstrated, after decades of Ha- 
midian rule, the grassroots movement of “civic Ottomanism” was the guiding 
principle of the Young Turk Revolution.’ Ottoman subjects—urban, rural, 
Muslim, Jewish, and Christian—celebrated the restored Constitution and 
their equality as Ottoman subjects. Many longed for a future when one could 
proudly be Ottoman and Armenian, Greek, or Jewish, while having the 
exact same rights. The Association’s proclamation captured those very sen- 
timents. The Ottoman identity was not imagined as second to the refugees’ 
ethnic identity. They reinforced each other: by educating themselves about 
their Circassianness, muhajirs were better Ottoman citizens, and, by serving 
the Ottoman nation and state loyally, they could thrive as Circassians. The 
muhajir identity of North Caucasians further reinforced their allegiance to 


Ottomanism: the sultan-caliph offered them refuge, and they relied on the 
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Ottoman refugee regime. North Caucasians were loyal Ottomans because 
they were refugees. 

The Association encouraged the North Caucasian diaspora to cultivate 
a distinct economic profile. It advocated the creation of North Caucasian 
monopolies within the Ottoman economy. The Association recognized that 
most muhajirs toiled in agriculture and urged them to supplement their un- 
steady farming income by taking up traditional North Caucasian trades as 
blacksmiths, weavers, skinners, and furriers. It also favored the development 
of a parallel muhajir economy that would produce new jobs while sustaining 
North Caucasian cultures. For example, the Association called on muhajirs 
to don their distinctive fur hats: “Absolutely refuse to wear a fez [red Ottoman 
headdress] . . . and opt for wearing a kalpak [high fur hat]. Because a kalpak 
is our sole national headdress. Make kalpaks yourselves! Furthermore, every 
village could establish local monopolies in the production of yamez [woolen 
coats] and saddles and trade them on the market.” 

The Association urged North Caucasian notables to invest in horse 
breeding. By the 1900s, Kabarda horses were easily the most profitable arti- 
cles of North Caucasian trade in the empire, as the Ottoman army required 
ever more horses to deliver soldiers and ammunition to its many frontlines. 
The Association reasoned that the Circassians, who already made a name 
for themselves as excellent cavalry, had a rare opportunity to monopolize 
this lucrative market. It urged Circassian notables to send young specialists 
to Russia and Hungary to “study their methods of horse care and breeding 
and how they operate their stud farms, so that they could acquire necessary 
knowledge and apply it in our country”; to import thoroughbred stallions 
and mares from overseas to improve the Kabarda breed; and to establish Ot- 
toman stud farms and trading companies. It warned Circassian notables to 
“not let this extraordinary trade slip out of your hands because of your quar- 
rels and disagreements with each other.’ The Association, a proud product 
of the Young Turk Revolution, presented horse breeding not only as a finan- 
cial opportunity but also as a patriotic act and North Caucasian contribution 
to the Ottoman economy and military success. Several Circassian entrepre- 
neurs established large stud farms in the provinces of Sivas and Konya, which 
supplied riding and pack horses to the Ottoman army beginning with the 
Balkan Wars of 1912—13.44 
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The Association published its own newspaper, Guaze (Circassian for 
“guide”), in 1911-14. The Young Turk Revolution restored the freedom of the 
press, opening space for new periodicals, of various political persuasions, in 
Ottoman Turkish, Greek, Armenian, Ladino, Bulgarian, Arabic, and other 
languages of the empire. In Istanbul alone, over 200 new publications ap- 
peared in the year after the revolution. Guaze was a bilingual publication 
in Ottoman Turkish and Circassian and the first Circassian-language news- 
paper in history. Its task was arguably more difficult than that of other Ot- 
toman newspapers because, in order to publish in Circassian, its editors first 
needed to decide how to write in Circassian. 

Attempts to create an alphabet for the Circassian language started in the 
early nineteenth century. Circassian and Russian scholars proposed several 
alphabets, using Cyrillic, Latin, and Arabic letters and even special marks for 
distinct Circassian sounds. In 1840, the Kabardian philologist Shora Nogmov 
used Cyrillic and Latin letters and diacritics for his alphabet, and then in 
1843, under pressure from the Circassian ‘ulama, he relaid the alphabet on the 
Arabic script. Yet few works were produced in Circassian by the time of the 
mass displacement of Circassians from the Caucasus. In diaspora, Ottoman- 
Circassian intellectuals devised new alphabets. In 1897, Ahmed Cavid Pasa, 
who would become the first chairman of the Association, developed an Arabic 
script—based alphabet for the Circassian language. The Syria-born Circassian 
physician Mehmet Ali Pgehatluk (1882-1935) created another Arabic script— 
based alphabet in 1902 and a Latin script—based one in 1904. The educators 
Nuri Tsagov (1883-1936) and Yusuf Suad Neguc (1877-1930), both of whom 
would later return to and teach in the Caucasus, proposed their own Arabic 
script—based alphabet in 1909; and Muhamed Kemal Huaj proposed yet an- 
other one in a Cairo-printed primer in 1910.“° Those alphabets were largely 
confined to single publications. 

In 1911, the Association convened a special alphabet commission to select 
an alphabet for its future publications. The commission unveiled its new al- 
phabet, prepared by Yusuf Izzet Pasa (1876-1922), on the pages of Guaze: 
the alphabet was based on the Arabic script and had 55 letters for 57 sounds. 
Curiously, its letters were fixed to the initial position and did not change 
depending on their position within a word, as familiar to Arabic and Otto- 


man Turkish readers.” Shortly afterward, the newspaper published responses 
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from readers that were critical of the chosen alphabet’s script or the excessive 
number of letters. Mehmet Ali Peehatluk then proposed an alternative Latin 
script—based alphabet in Guaze in 1912. After that, the newspaper alternated 
between the two alphabets when printing articles and poems.“ The alphabet 
issue was far from settled. Between 1915 and 1921, Ottoman muhajir educators 
published at least four other alphabets for Circassian in alphabet primers.” 
While North Caucasian intellectuals favored the Arabic script before World 
War I, the Latin script gained an upper hand after the war.” 

The alphabet remains a contentious issue within the North Caucasian di- 
aspora in the Middle East to this day. In the Soviet Caucasus, the Bolsheviks 
endorsed the Latin alphabet for North Caucasian languages between 1923 
and 1928, as part of their drive to Latinize all Soviet languages.” The Soviet 
government replaced Latin with Cyrillic for Kabardino-Cherkess, or eastern 
Circassian, in 1936 and for all other North Caucasian languages in 1938.” 
Since World War I, the literary output in North Caucasian languages has 
been almost exclusively in the Cyrillic script.*? In 2015, the Turkish govern- 
ment endorsed the teaching of the Circassian language, recently available in 
several Turkish universities, in the Latin script. In response, the Federation of 
Caucasian Associations in Turkey (KAFFED), an umbrella group of several 
dozen North Caucasian organizations, protested the government's decision. 
Many Circassian activists in Turkey now favor the Cyrillic alphabet, fearing 
that multiple scripts would undermine diasporic unity and Turkish Circas- 
sians’ access to Circassian literature and media in the Caucasus.” 

In the early 1910s, the Association faced another challenge in deciding 
what the preferred version of the Circassian language was. Without a written 
culture, Circassians did not have a literary version of Circassian. The very 
questions of who spoke Circassian and where the linguistic boundaries of the 
language lay were not easy to answer. Notably, the Ubykh and Abazin com- 
munities had lived on the lands between historical Circassia and Abkhazia 
and spoke languages that shared similarities with both the Circassian and Ab- 
khazian languages. Ubykh (extinct since 1992) and Abazin are recognized as 
separate languages today, but their status was less clear in the 1900s. By alpha- 
betizing the language and preparing the first Ottoman Turkish-Circassian 
dictionary, published by Ahmed Cavid Pasa and Mehmet Ali Peehatluk in 


Guaze in 1912, muhajir intellectuals were elevating to preferred literary norms 
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the vocabularies of select Circassian communities, especially Shapsughs, Ab- 
zakhs, and Kabardians, who were well-represented in diaspora.*° This process 
was not systematic but rather dependent on the vocabularies of individual 
writers. 

The Association’s emphasis on the Circassian language, and not on 
others, exemplifies its major dilemma: how to create a united diasporic 
identity while acknowledging the ethnic diversity of the North Caucasian 
community. Diasporic intellectuals were well aware of cultural distinctions 
among their people, but to amplify muhajir voices they chose to downplay 
their differences and forge one communal identity as Circassian (Cerkes). 
The choice of the term Circassian was easy: western and eastern Circassians 
formed the majority of the North Caucasian diaspora, and the Ottomans 
already called most muhajirs from the Caucasus Circassians. The Association 
applied this term in inclusive and exclusive ways, depending on its audience. 
Externally, Circassian was an all-encompassing term for North Caucasians. 
Many muhajir elites came from Ossetian, Abkhazian, and Dagestani fami- 
lies but acquiesced to the identification as Circassian when that served their 
community goals.” Internally, on the pages of Guaze, Circassian denoted 
an ethnic group, but that identity was not unambiguous. The Association, 
through its publications about the culture and history of Circassia, aimed to 
develop the collective consciousness of Bzhedugh, Natukhai, Kabardian, and 
other Adyghe-speaking refugees as Circassians.’ Meanwhile, Abkhazians, 
Chechens, Ossetians, and Avars, who did not have their own ethnic organi- 
zations, were part of the Association’s larger ideological project but were not 
prioritized in its literary output. The printed production in their languages 
remained limited in the late Ottoman era. 

The Association’s next task was to create a unified diasporic narrative that 
explained why muhajirs had left the Caucasus for the Middle East. Ottoman- 
Circassian intellectuals made previous attempts to document their communi- 
ties’ history. In 1882, Circassian notables in Istanbul established a commission 
to write a comprehensive “History of Circassia,” based on Ottoman and Eu- 
ropean sources and oral testimonies of muhajir elders. Ahmet Mithat Efendi 
(1844-1912), an Istanbul-born Shapsugh best known as the founder of the Ot- 
toman novel, headed the commission. Hayreddin Pasa (1820-90), a Caucasus- 


born Abkhazian grand vizier of Tunis in 1873-77 and of the Ottoman Empire 


MAKING THE NORTH CAUCASIAN DIASPORA 203 


in 1878-79, served as the commission’s treasurer. The ambitious work was 
never completed. Sultan Abdiilhamid II grew suspicious of the North Cauca- 
sian elites. In the same year, Imam Shamil’s second son, Ghazi Muhammad 
Pasa (1833-1902), his Avar brother-in-law Dagistanli Mehmet Fazil (1853— 
1916), and Cairo-born marshal Deli Fuat Pasa (1835-1931) were accused of 
plotting to overthrow the sultan; the former two were exiled to, respectively, 
Medina and Baghdad. Then, in 1884, the commission’s editor Ahmet Mithat 
Efendi’s play Cerkes Ozdenleri (Circassian notables) came under the attention 
of Ottoman authorities as allegedly encouraging the “Circassian question.”” 
The authorities shut it down and razed the theater that had staged the play. 
Shortly thereafter, the palace ordered the commission to disband and exiled 
some of its members, which marked the end of their scholarly enterprise.” 

In the 1910s, the Association crafted the North Caucasian diaspora’s his- 
torical narrative. On the pages of Guaze, muhajir intellectuals weaved to- 
gether threads to which North Caucasians of different ethnic groups could 
relate: their shared origin in the Caucasus, refuge in the sultan-caliph’s do- 
mains, hardship of Ottoman resettlement, and membership in the Ottoman 
nation. Their account centered the sacrifices of muhajirs, their love for the 
Caucasus, and commitment to the Ottoman Empire but was thin on the 
details of displacement itself. Notably, Guaze did not stress the violence that 
western Circassians had endured, perhaps because many mountaineers held 
public acknowledgment of trauma to be taboo. Neither Guaze nor the ear- 
lier Lttihad Gazetesi was particularly critical of the Russian government in 
the 1860s, focusing instead on the Ottoman authorities’ shortcomings since 
then. Today’s narrative about the diaspora’s origins has shifted significantly. 
The ethnic cleansing of western Circassians has become the formative event 
for the Circassian and North Caucasian diaspora at large, but its public com- 
memoration began only in the late 1980s, with new historical scholarship 
in the diaspora and the Caucasus and the rise of the Circassian national 
movement.” 

As diasporic activists set out to improve the North Caucasian condition 
in the Ottoman Empire, no issue was more inculpatory than slavery. The first 
newspaper, /ttihad Gazetesi, set the tone by identifying slavery as the main 
injustice against refugees. It blamed Ottoman officials, who had allegedly 


turned a blind eye to the continuing Circassian enslavement and illegal slave 
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trade. The editors wrote, “The evil fortune has brought many miserable mu- 
hajirs, who lamented their fate in swamplands of Anatolia, into the hands of 
coldhearted slave traders who dispatched them from marshy swamps to hell- 
ishly hot deserts. They were sold, as if they were prisoners of war, to faraway 
lands such as Bornu, Wadai,® Cape of Good Hope, Zanzibar, Java, Sumatra, 
etc. ... These ruthless [Ottoman] officials, through cunning and deception, 
misled desperate muhajirs and destroyed many notable families. They traf 
ficked captured children not only here [to Egypt] but also to such distant 
countries as India, China, America, and Britain.”* The /ttihad Gazetesi edi- 
tors, from their vantage point in Cairo, must have been well-informed about 
the illegal Circassian slave trade in North Africa and Hejaz. The editorial still 
suggests a much broader geography of Circassian slavery than conventionally 
assumed.“ 

The abolitionist cause united progressive North Caucasian educators who 
had witnessed agricultural slavery in muhajir villages and the old Ottoman- 
Circassian elites who were intimately familiar with the realities of their kin’s 
enslavement in harems. The Association acted behind the scenes to secure 
the release of concubines, most of whom were Circassians, from the imperial 
harem after Sultan Abdiilhamid II was deposed and exiled to Salonica in 
1909. In 1910, the Association submitted petitions to the grand vizier, the 
Interior Ministry, and the Ottoman Assembly in support of abolition, stress- 
ing that Circassian slavery went against both Islamic law and the Ottoman 
constitution’s principles of freedom and equality for all. The Association’s 
activists then published several pro-abolition articles in the leading Ottoman 
newspapers to drum up public support for their cause. 

The newspaper Guaze, likewise, came out as abolitionist in its very first 
issue in 1911. Throughout its run, the newspaper published a series of edito- 
rials under the unambiguous title “Against Slavery.” The editors presented 
abolition as consistent with the ideals of the new Ottoman nation, of which 
North Caucasians were an integral part.° The editors subversively noted that 
even Russia banned slavery among Caucasus Muslims, which should serve as 
an example for the Ottoman Empire.” When several slave revolts broke out 
in Uzunyayla, the newspaper supported mounting voices in the Ottoman 
Assembly to abolish slavery for good.®* One of the strongest cases for aboli- 


tion came from Hayriye Melek Hung, a leading Circassian woman activist. 
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She condemned slavery in national terms, arguing that, because the Circas- 
sian nation (millet) was split between masters and slaves, only abolition could 
achieve the Circassians’ unity, which was a prerequisite for their cultural ad- 
vancement. She proclaimed, “I am a daughter of a bey. If there is some right 
that was handed down to me from my ancestors, I am ready to share it with 
all members of my nation, without exception; and if my right impedes those 
of others, I am ready to sacrifice that right, and of that I am proud. To save 
the nation from the brink of extinction, one must rise above . . . and Circas- 
sianness (Cerkeslik) today expects it from all of its people.” 

The Association invested in the educational infrastructure for North 
Caucasian refugees. In its bylaws of 1908, it set an ambitious goal to have a 
primary school in every muhajir village. As a selfappointed representative 
of North Caucasian muhajirs, it lobbied the Ottoman government for fund- 
ing to establish new schools and appoint schoolteachers. In areas of compact 
North Caucasian settlement, the Association planned to open vocational 
schools and, in Istanbul, a high school to prepare North Caucasian students 
for higher education, even aspiring to send its best graduates to foreign uni- 
versities.”” In 1910, the Association founded the first Circassian private school 
for boys in Istanbul, which offered instruction in speaking and reading Cir- 
cassian, in addition to core subjects.” The Istanbul Society for the Diffusion 
of Knowledge Among Caucasians (Istanbul’da Kafkasyalilar Arasinda Nesr-i 
Maarif Cemiyeti) was established in 1914 to facilitate the education of muha- 
jirs children. Muhajir activists also emphasized physical education, a marker 
of modernity and national pride, as attested by new sports clubs affiliated 
with Istanbul’s ethnoreligious communities.” Ottoman-Circassian sports 
enthusiasts founded the Bereketliko] Gymnastics Club in Istanbul’s Besiktas 
district in 1903. The club was renamed Besiktas in 1908 and soon thereafter 
lost its Circassian character.”* Today, it is one of Istanbul’s “Big Three” (with 
Galatasaray and Fenerbahce) and Turkey’s top sports clubs, internationally 
renowned for its soccer team. 

The Association’s members maintained a transimperial dimension to 
their cultural work. While their target audience was North Caucasians in 
the Ottoman Empire, they also engaged with communities in the Caucasus. 
Guaze had subscribers in the Caucasus and sometimes printed direct appeals 


to Muslims in Russia. The Association’s educational work extended to the 
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Caucasus through its members’ teaching missions. In 1909, the Ottoman- 
Circassian educator [brahim Hizetl founded schools in six villages in Russia’s 
Kuban Province. These schools employed muhajir teachers from the Ottoman 
Empire and used the Circassian-language curriculum, which was entirely 
new in historical Circassia. Through Guaze, the North Caucasian diaspora 
had been collecting money for the upkeep of those schools. The schools did 
not have an official permit, and, in 1913, the local administration closed the 
schools and deported their teachers.“ In the same year, Nuri Tsagov, the 
Golan Heights—born editor of Guaze, emigrated—or returned—to his fam- 
ily’s old village in Kabarda. He opened his own school, popularly known 
as Tsagov University, which educated teachers for Kabarda’s village schools. 
He used Circassian-language textbooks that he had published in Istanbul 
to provide instruction in the Circassian language. He also cofounded the 
first Circassian printing house and used his editorial experience at Guaze 
to establish the first Circassian-language newspaper in Russia, Adige Maq 
(Circ. for “Adyghe Voice”) (1918-19). Tsagov became one of the founders of 
the Baksan cultural movement, formative for modern Kabardian literature 
and education.” 

The outbreak of World War I opened a new chapter in the political his- 
tory of North Caucasians in the Middle East. During the war, the Associ- 
ation ceased its cultural activities, including the publication of Guaze. The 
war allowed North Caucasian elites to contemplate previously unimaginable 
scenarios in the Caucasus, and many Association members shifted their focus 
on political advocacy. Members of the Association established the Society for 
the Caucasus Unity (Kafkasya Ittihad Cemiyeti, 1915) and the Committee for 
the Caucasus Independence (Kafkasya Istiklal Komitesi, 1915), both of which 
advocated the independence of the entire Caucasus, including Georgian, Ar- 
menian, and Azerbaijani territories, from Russia. These organizations, while 
advancing many North Caucasians’ political ideals, also aligned with the 
CUP’s foreign policy goals and enjoyed full support and funding from the 
Ottoman government. The Committee for the Caucasus Independence later 
became the Committee of Turkey’s North Caucasian Political Emigrants 
(Tiirkiye’deki Kuzey Kafkasya Siyasi Gécgmenleri Komitesi, 1916-19), which 
pressed for the autonomy or independence of the North Caucasus. In this 


era, muhajir elites stressed their identity as North Caucasian (Simali or Kuzey 
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Kafkasyalt) over Circassian, just as they now used Turkey instead of Ottoman 
Empire and the Turkish neologism gégmen over muhacir.”° 

Following the Bolshevik Revolution of 1917, several Committee mem- 
bers traveled to the North Caucasus to fight for its independence. Ottoman 
muhajir elites then established the North Caucasus Society (Simali Kafkas 
Cemiyeti, 1918), which actively lobbied the Ottoman government on behalf 
of the North Caucasus—based national movements. The diaspora’s political 
efforts helped to legitimize and secure Ottoman recognition of the short-lived 
Mountain Republic of the North Caucasus (1918—20).’” After the Bolsheviks 
annexed the Republic, its leadership fled into exile in Istanbul and European 
capitals.’* In its place, the Bolsheviks established the Mountain Autonomous 
Soviet Socialist Republic (1921-24), later to be reorganized into autonomous 
national units within Soviet Russia.” 

The Association resumed its activities between 1918 and 1923. Its head- 
quarters remained in Istanbul, which was under the Allied occupation. Some 
of its leadership perished during the war, and it had to navigate—with the 
rest of the North Caucasian diaspora—the fraught politics of the Turkish 
War of Independence. In that environment, the Association eschewed its 
members’ transnational politics of the 1914-18 era in favor of cultural activ- 
ism, characteristic of the 1908-13 era. After the war, North Caucasian women 
played a more prominent role in diasporic activism, thanks to the Circassian 
Women’s Support Association (Cerkes Kadinlari Teaviin Cemiyeti, 1918-23), 
led by Hayriye Melek Hung. In 1919, the Circassian Women’s Support As- 
sociation founded its own journal, Diyane (Circassian for “Our Mother”), 
published in Ottoman Turkish and Latin-scripted Circassian. The women’s 
organization revived the Association’s educational work and established a 
new private school in Besiktas. This six-year school enrolled 150-180 boys 
and girls and, reportedly, was the first coeducational institution for Muslim 
children in the empire. The school taught, in addition to regular arts and 
sciences, the history and geography of the Caucasus and Circassian language 
and folklore. It remained open until 1923 and was the last school in Turkey to 


offer the Circassian curriculum in the twentieth century.*° 
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DEBATE OVER HIJRA 

The North Caucasian diaspora actively participated in the transimperial 
debate over the necessity of hijra, or Muslim emigration. Ever since the 
Russian conquest, many Muslim communities in the Caucasus questioned 
whether remaining under Christian rule was permissible. Could they pre- 
serve their Muslim faith while living in the tsardom, which many held to be 
dar al-barb (the “domain of war”)? Did they have a religious obligation to 
emigrate to dar al-islam (the “domain of Islam”)? Generations of Muslims 
had been grappling with the same questions over the centuries, as their terri- 
tories came under non-Muslim rule.*' In the Caucasus, the Muslim religious 
establishment was split on the issue. Some ‘ulama advocated emigration and 
led parties of muhajirs into the Ottoman Empire, whereas others argued that 
Russia, whose tsar claimed to be a patron of the Muslim community, was 
part of dar al-islam and urged their followers to stay put in the Caucasus.* 
The debate over hijra was prominent in the Northcentral and Northeast 
Caucasus after 1864. It was less significant in the Northwest Caucasus, from 
where most western Circassians had been expelled by 1864. However, many 
Circassians in the Ottoman Empire joined the debate, as they shared with 
prospective muhajirs their own experiences in exile. The debate over hijra 
helped to bind together the world of Caucasus Muslims, now straddling the 
Russian and Ottoman empires. 

The Russian government’s stringent policy on Muslim emigration 
prompted many North Caucasian Muslims to ask for Ottoman intercession 
in their hijra. The Russian government discouraged the emigration of western 
Circassians from Kuban Province after late 1864 and of Muslims from the 
rest of the North Caucasus after 1867. In 1866, Circassian Abzakh leaders 
from Russia sent an open letter to the Ottoman newspaper Tasvir-i Efkar. In 
it, they lamented oppression by the Russians and urged the Ottoman gov- 
ernment to support their emigration.*’ One family in Kizilyurt, Dagestan, 
preserved copies of letters that its village had sent to the Ottoman sultan. In 
one letter, residents complain that the Russian authorities would not let them 
leave for the Ottoman Empire.** The same family also keeps a letter that its 
ancestors had reportedly received from Ghazi Muhammad in Istanbul. The 
letter urged Caucasus Muslims to emigrate to the Ottoman Empire because 


it was both permissible, as the Russians and the Ottomans had allegedly 
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signed a treaty to that effect, and necessary, because religious authorities in 
Mecca endorsed it.* Whether Ghazi Muhammad was the author of this 
letter or not, many Dagestanis believed that such letters were authentic and 
that Imam Shamil’s son urged them to conduct hijra.*° 

Many muhajirs encouraged emigration from the Caucasus. In 1867, Gu- 
shasukh, a Kabardian woman of the Atazhukin princely family, wrote a letter 
to be smuggled into Terek Province berating her relatives in the Caucasus for 
not having joined her in the Ottoman Empire: “When a person comes into 
need in dar al-harb, their duty is to leave for dar al-islam to alleviate their 
sufferings. How are you God’s creatures if you do not move to dar al-bayda@ 
[Ar. for “white house,” here likely the Ottoman Empire] to claim your rights 
and settle your affairs?”*” Gushasukh, as many others, considered it her duty 
as a good Muslim to have moved to the Ottoman Empire. Most private letters 
that survive in state archives in the Caucasus strongly advocated emigration. 
While they certainly represent what many muhajirs were saying, we should 
be conscious of the imperial archive’s selection bias. The letters, like the one 
by Gushasukh, survive because the Russian government intercepted them 
on the border, translated them, and preserved the most pro-hijra ones as evi- 
dence of the diaspora’s purported pro-Ottoman propaganda among Russia’s 
Muslim subjects.*® 

Many religious figures from the Northeast Caucasus supported emigra- 
tion. ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Thughuri (Sogratlinskii), a Naqshbandi shaykh and 
student of Imam Shamil’s adviser, Jamal al-Din al-Ghazi-Ghumudi, wrote an 
Arabic-language treatise on hijra in the late 1870s. He urged North Caucasian 
Muslims to emigrate because it was their religious duty to leave dar al-harb 
when no hope remained to regain their lands for Islam through jihdd (holy 
war).*? Another Naqshbandi shaykh, Muhammad al-Kikuni, based in the 
Ottoman refugee village of Resadiye, or “Little Dagestan,” also called on his 
followers in the Caucasus to emigrate to the Ottoman Empire. Remarkably, 
his call for hijra was published, in its original Arabic and Arabic-scripted Avar 
translation, in Petrovsk (now Makhachkala), Dagestan.”° It must have slipped 
through the Russian censorship of pro-emigration writings. 

In the early twentieth century, Ottoman-Circassian intellectuals in Istan- 
bul voiced strong opposition to emigration from the Caucasus. The flagship 


diasporic newspaper Guaze vocally opposed hijra. In 1911, the newspaper pub- 


210 CHAPTER SIX 


lished a series of anonymous articles, amounting to editorials, on the question 
of emigration. The title of the first article in the series asked whether emi- 
gration (hicret) was a debacle (hezimet). The author’s answer was affirmative, 
criticizing the Ottoman government for not investing enough in housing for 
refugees and subjecting them to gradual extinction.” The following article 
both discouraged emigration from the Caucasus and approved of muhajirs’ 
return migration. It declared that the purest form of Islam, out of all Muslim 
countries, was found in Circassia, that life in Circassia was more prosperous 
than in the Ottoman Empire, and that, after the Russian Revolution of 1905, 
Russia’s Circassians were enjoying ever more freedoms. The article ended 
with a damning statement for an Ottoman newspaper, “In conclusion, no 
reason remains to prefer Turkey [sic] to the Caucasus.”°? Guaze also directly 
addressed its readers in the Caucasus, warning them not to listen to their 
Muslim notables who agitated in favor of emigration and accusing the nota- 
bles of acting in self-interest after the Ottomans had allegedly promised them 
houses and privileges in the Ottoman Empire.’ The final article in the series 
came out against the often cited religious justification for hijra, namely that 
the Caucasus had become dar al-harb after the Russian conquest, which Mus- 
lims were required to leave. The author argued that the Caucasus remained 
part of dar al-islam because Russia and the Ottoman Empire had diplomatic 
relations and the Ottoman ambassador and consuls could not possibly reside 
within the “domain of war.” They concluded that, under current conditions, 
Muslim emigration from the Caucasus could not be considered hijra and had 
harmed the Muslim community in the Caucasus.”4 

The Russian-language journal Musul’manin (Rus. for “Muslim”) (1908— 
11), published in Paris, also resolutely opposed hijra. Its enigmatic editor, 
Magomet-bek Hadzhetlashe, who claimed to be a Circassian notable from 
the Ottoman Empire, published a series of articles about resettlement in the 
Ottoman Empire.” The journal criticized the Young Turks’ regime for failing 
to provide for new immigrants from the Caucasus.” 

Russia’s Muslim intellectuals published in local newspapers to dissuade 
Muslims from leaving. Arabophone intellectuals of the Northeast Caucasus 
used Jaridat Daghistdn (Ar. for “newspaper of Dagestan”) (1913-18), a Jadi- 
dist newspaper published in Temir-Khan-Shura (now Buynaksk). Following 
Guaze’s lead, Jaridat Daghistan criticized hijra on religious grounds. In 1913, its 
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al-Azhar-educated Lak editor, Ali Kaiaev, argued that it was a duty of Muslims 
to remain in their country as long as they were free to profess Islam, which 
had been the case under Russian rule.’ Likewise, Crimean Tatar intellectual 
and editor Ismail Gasprinskii (Gaspiral1) agitated against emigration. In 1902, 
he published four articles in Terctiman (Ott. Tur. / Tatar for “the interpreter”) 
(1883-1918), a leading newspaper for Russia’s Turkic-speaking populations, 
urging its readers to ignore the pro-hijra propaganda and remain in Russia.”® 
In the Kuban and Terek provinces, many Muslim educators opposed em- 
igration, blaming it for decimating their communities and paving the way 
for Russian colonization. The Kabardian intellectuals, such as Bekmurza 
Pachev, Dmitrii Kodzokov, and Kazi Atazhukin, decried social inequality in 
their communities, which often made the emigration of thousands a decision 
made by a few notables. They wrote poems against emigration and toured the 
countryside, urging the peasantry to stay put in the Caucasus.” The intellec- 
tuals’ anti-emigration efforts were often countered by local figures. For ex- 
ample, the Kumyk poet Irchi Kazak wrote poems in support of hijra. While 
praising the schools and railroads that the Russians had built in the region, 
he lamented tsarist officials’ corruption. He encouraged his compatriots to 
emigrate: “Muslims, let us gather our families and leave for the Ottoman 
state. The sultan is our pillar... . Whoever will leave will find a paradise.”!”° 
As the debate over hijra divided the Muslim public in the Caucasus, the 
decision whether to stay or leave became not only about individual choice but 
also about the preservation of one’s identity. Folk songs lamented what had 
become of muhajirs in the Ottoman Empire. One remarkably scathing Ka- 
bardian song, collected by ethnographers in the Caucasus, shamed muhajirs 
for the sorry state of their villages and alleged loss of Circassian traditions in 


exile: 


Your toilet is in the river, 
Your mosque is abandoned. 
You have to dig wells for water. 
You ride donkeys... . 
You have one gun for five households, 
And one haystack for six households... . 
Your plough is two pieces of wood, 
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And your bull’s hooves plow the field... . 
Look at you, a pig village! 


You have no Khabze or order, 
You fight often. 


Your honesty is gone... . 

Your bellies are filled with cabbage, 
And cabbage grows in your garden. 

You are glad to sow millet, 
And you nibble grass like geese... . 

You wear fez and Turkish garb. 
You carry tobacco pouches, 
And you all smoke cigarettes. 
Look at you, a pig village! 


You dry meat on the roof, 
Thresh wheat with stones, 
Sell watermelon by weight. 

An okka of melons costs ten kopeks. . . . 
Your markets are noisy, 
Instead of money, you have paper. 
You have no corn. 

Oh, you are the land of misfortune! 


You are eating chicken yourselves, 
And would not offer rooster to a guest. 


Look where the Russians have driven youl 


The harsh mockery of muhajir life in the Ottoman Empire meant to discour- 
age those who considered leaving the Caucasus. The song impressed on its 
listeners that hijra inevitably led to the abandonment of the cultural norms 
that made one a Circassian. 

The debate over hijra continued through the remainder of tsarist rule. The 
notion of hijra as a religious obligation appealed to many Muslims, and so did 


the promise of family reunification and escape from tsarist governance. But 
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ever since the formation of diasporic organizations, the anti-hijra voices grew 
louder. North Caucasian intellectuals in the Ottoman and Russian empires 
utilized print media to dissuade Caucasus Muslims from leaving Russia. The 
debate, at the heart of which lay loss and separation, traversed the imperial 
borders and generated new connections between the North Caucasian dias- 


pora and its homeland. 


After the Young Turk Revolution of 1908, muhajir activists in Istanbul 
achieved a series of firsts—the first newspaper in Circassian, the first dic- 
tionary, and the first schools—and, via the Circassian Union and Support 
Association, they created a new narrative of what it meant to be Circassian in 
the Ottoman Empire. As Ottoman rule came to an end, so did the freedoms 
to be Circassian and North Caucasian. The new Turkish nationalist regime 
in Ankara did not envision for Ottoman Muslims to become anything but 
Turks. The republican government mandated North Caucasians to be “Cau- 
casian Turks,” similar to how Kurds became “mountain Turks.” In 1923, all 
North Caucasian organizations were closed, and their publications ceased. 
Muhajirs could no longer safely speak their native languages in public, as the 
campaign “Citizen, speak Turkish!” swept across Turkey’s cities. 

Yet the Association’s legacy lived on in the diaspora and its homeland. The 
Association’s emphases on a separate cultural identity within the host nation 
and on solidarity among different groups from the Caucasus survived in the 
Anatolian countryside, where Circassian, Abkhazian, and other muhajir vil- 
lages were under lesser surveillance from Ankara. The old village networks 
helped many North Caucasians to preserve their languages, stay close to each 
other, and weather the excesses of Kemalism. Turkey’s first North Cauca- 
sian organizations appeared in the 1950s, and their publications substantially 
drew on the research conducted by the Guaze generation.'” The Association's 
ideas also had a second breath of life in the Caucasus. Many projects that 
had started in Istanbul, from alphabetization to native-language curricula, 
were picked up by the Bolsheviks, who used them in their nation-building 
projects in the new Soviet autonomous units in the North Caucasus. The 
Guaze editor Nuri Tsagov and his students, educated on Istanbul-published 
Circassian textbooks, helped to build up Soviet Kabarda’s educational system 


in the 1920s and 1930s. 
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The Association laid the institutional and intellectual foundations for the 
North Caucasian diaspora in the Middle East. Since World War I, North 
Caucasian diasporic communities have had to navigate different political 
landscapes, defined by Turkish republicanism, British and French occupation, 
Arab nationalism, Baathism, Islamism, and Zionism. Yet the fundamentals 
of the diaspora’s communal identification—as a constituent element of the 
host nation (Ottoman, Turkish, Syrian, Jordanian, Israeli), of the Circassian 
or North Caucasian community, and of the wmma—had been articulated 
in the late Ottoman era. Today’s major diasporic associations, including 
KAFFED in Turkey, the Circassian Charity Associations in Jordan and in 
Syria, and the Charitable Solidarity Association of Chechens, Dagestanis, 
and Circassians of Iraq, are ideological heirs to the Ottoman-era Associa- 
tion. The contemporary diasporic associations grapple with similar challenges 
that the Association had faced: how to advocate on behalf of different ethnic 
groups yet to speak in one voice and how to preserve North Caucasian iden- 
tities without jeopardizing their places within their new nations. ‘The final 
chapter examines the muhajir alternative to remaining in diaspora—return 


to their homeland. 


SEVEN 


RETURN MIGRATION 
TO RUSSIA 


IN JANUARY 1907, three brothers, Nagoi, Talib, and Hajibekir, and 
their sister Khazizet arrived in the Kabardian village of Babyguei (Babukovo) 
in the Northcentral Caucasus. The oldest was twenty-three, and the young- 
est, Khazizet, was only twelve. Their family had emigrated from that village 
to the Ottoman Empire a few years earlier, but, shortly after having settled in 
Syria, their parents died. The siblings found themselves orphaned in a foreign 
country and decided to return to the Caucasus. Amid a harsh winter, they 
rode and walked for weeks across Syria and Kurdistan, into Georgia, and 
through the Caucasus Mountains to their home village in Kabarda. Village 
elders agreed to formally readmit the orphans into their community, and 
the government then allowed them to stay in the village.' The siblings were 
among thousands of North Caucasian Muslims who returned to Russia from 
the Ottoman Empire. The stories of those returnees are largely forgotten, in 
both the Middle East and the Caucasus, but they reveal much about migra- 
tion in the late imperial era.’ 

This chapter examines return migration of North Caucasians to Russia 
and the evolution of tsarist reimmigration policies in the Caucasus. In 1861, 
Russia instituted a formal ban on the return of North Caucasian Muslims. 
The authorities justified this ban on fiscal and ideological grounds, painting 


returnees as wasteful vagabonds or dangerous fanatics. Yet tsarist authorities 
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in the Caucasus developed a mechanism to readmit some muhajirs in the 
aftermath of the Chechen “returnee refugee crisis” of 1865 and the Abkha- 
zian one in 1880. Based on archival work in Tbilisi, Vladikavkaz, Nalchik, 
and Makhachkala, I reconstruct Russia’s unwritten reimmigration policy be- 
tween 1867 and World War I, under which many North Caucasians had been 
readmitted to their homeland and into Russian subjecthood. This policy was 
held secret from the Ottoman government and North Caucasian muhajirs 
so as not to encourage mass return. The official ban on repatriation survived 
Russian imperial rule and, under various guises, persisted into the Soviet era 
(1922—91) and Russian Federation era (1991-).° 

North Caucasian muhajirs employed different strategies to return to 
the Caucasus. Some petitioned Russian consuls, and others surrendered at 
the Russo-Ottoman border, but most crossed the border in secret. Unsanc- 
tioned return was by far the most dangerous and ultimately successful strat- 
egy. I estimate that, against all odds, between 1860 and World War I, about 
40,000 muhajirs, primarily Abkhazians, Chechens, Kabardians, Ossetians, 
and Nogai Tatars, returned to the Caucasus. Muhajirs had been readmitted 
throughout the region (see map 8), including in the North Caucasus prov- 
inces of Kuban, Terek, and Dagestan and governorate of Stavropol, and the 
South Caucasus department (since 1883, district) of Sukhum. 

It should not be surprising that North Caucasian refugees attempted to 
return. Return migration is an essential part of any mass migration, voluntary 
or forced. In the words of an early theorist of migration, “each main current 
of migration produces a compensating counter-current.™ Yet return migra- 
tion often gets overlooked. Returnees slip through the cracks, as officials do 
not know of their return, or migrants would not speak of their experiences 
because of shame, fear, or stigma.’ Furthermore, national and nationalist his- 
toriographies prefer to focus on people who arrived and stayed rather than 
those who left. For example, migration to the United States, which is com- 
monly imagined as a one-way journey, was followed by return migration of 
a quarter to a third of all immigrants, reaching as high as 89 percent for 
Bulgarians and Serbs and 60 percent for southern Italians in 1908—23.° Even 
in the history of Russo-Ottoman migrations, marked by tremendous vio- 
lence in the borderlands, return migration was common. North Caucasian 


returnees were not alone in trying to retrace their journey back. In a reverse 
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process, thousands of Bulgarian refugees who had left the Ottoman Balkans 
for tsarist Bessarabia and Crimea, and thousands of Greeks and Armenians 
who had left Anatolia for the Caucasus, returned to their Ottoman homeland 
in the second half of the nineteenth century.’ 

The North Caucasians’ return brings into focus how Russia constructed 
its migration policy toward Muslims and how muhajirs challenged imperial 
restrictions on their mobility. Three types of return migration are common 
in modern history: repatriation, usually spearheaded by a nation-state or an 
international agency; refoulement, or forcible repatriation; and self-initiated 
return. All three are contingent on the country of origin being willing to 
accept its returnees. In these cases, returnees are typically an ethnic or reli- 
gious majority of the country to which they return, or, at the very least, their 


cultural identity was not a reason for their displacement.’ The return migra- 
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tion of North Caucasians to Russia was different—a self-initiated return that 
was perceived as “illegal” by the Russian government. A self-initiated but 
unsanctioned return migration typically occurs when the country of origin is 
occupied or when the ruling regime considers returnees, who are not part of 
the favored ethnoreligious group, undesirable for its purposes of state build- 
ing. The Ottoman government did not endorse the return to Russia either, 
and it rarely granted muhajirs permission to leave. The North Caucasians’ 


return journey had to be a clandestine one. 


REASONS FOR RETURN MIGRATION 

Return migration from the Ottoman Empire started already in the late 1850s 
and lasted until the end of imperial rule. Similar to emigrants, returnees 
came from every ethnolinguistic community and different social groups in 
the Caucasus. Sometimes entire families traveled back to Russia together, but 
men often undertook the arduous journey alone, hoping that, should they 
be successful, they would bring their families later. Two patterns in muhajir 
return migration stand out. First, North Caucasians were likely to return 
within the first few years after their departure. Their return journey often 
followed a difficult winter when refugees starved in their temporary or per- 
manent settlements in the Ottoman Empire. Second, refugees who had been 
forcibly expelled were less likely to return than those who had emigrated 
of their own volition or at least had some choice in the matter. After 1864, 
western Circassians rarely attempted to cross the border into Russia; their 
ancestral villages had been depopulated, and few of their kin remained in 
the Northwest Caucasus. Kabardians, Chechens, and Ossetians were more 
frequent returnees, despite their lands lying farther away from the Otto- 
man border, because their extended families still lived in the Northcentral 
Caucasus. 

The vast majority of returnees crossed the Ottoman-Russian border into 
the Caucasus without authorization from the tsarist government. Returnees 
often traveled in small groups, through forested and mountainous areas, and 
avoided roads and towns. Many of them were apprehended by border patrol 
or local police on their way to their home villages or voluntarily reported to 
the authorities in the hope to regain a residence permit and legal status. Upon 


detention, returnees were required to make an oral statement, translated and 
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recorded in Russian by a state-provided interpreter. These testimonies pro- 
vide a rare insight into the motivations of returnees, albeit carefully filtered 
by interviewees and curated by tsarist interrogators. The stories of three re- 
turnees—a Chechen free peasant, a Kabardian enslaved man, and a divorced 
Dagestani woman—testify to why many Muslims sought to return to the 
Caucasus under Russian rule. 

Nur Dadaev, a Chechen peasant, emigrated in 1865. The Ottoman Refu- 
gee Commission had temporarily housed him near Erzurum, while looking 
for a final place of settlement. The following year, tsarist authorities detained 
him within Russian borders. Dadaev provided the following explanation 
for his return: “I feared that the Turkish government would send me and 
my family to Arabistan [sic], where it had already settled many Chechens. 
To avoid being settled in a distant and unknown country, I, along with 
thirteen other people, decided to return to our former place of residence, 
Chechnya. .. . Trying to avoid running into Turkish troops, we reached the 
[Russian] border at night. Then, unnoticed by anyone, we crossed the border 
within two verst [1.3 miles] of Aleksandropol.”? 

The major reason for return migration throughout the late imperial era 
was the North Caucasians’ disappointment with the conditions of their re- 
settlement, namely the designated locations of their new villages and lack of 
Ottoman support. Many returnees complained about small land allotments 
or settlement on infertile land, which all but condemned them to famine. 
Some Chechens, like Dadaev, noted their unwillingness to move to Syria as 
their reason for returning to Russia.'° Others returned after having lost family 
members to epidemics in an unfamiliar climate or clashes with local com- 
munities. Based on returnee testimonies, many muhajirs considered return 
migration to the Caucasus a measure of last resort that they took to survive." 

Many returnees craved delivery not only from hunger and want but also 
from enslavement. Ogurli, a Kabardian man, arrived at the office of the Ka- 


barda district governor in 1862 and testified as follows: 


In 1861, I followed my owner, uzden [notable] Nasran Kozhev, by consent 
[Rus., po dobrovol’nomu soglasiiu], to a permanent settlement in Turkey. 
After a short while, my owner kept my wife and children but sold me to 


some Arab [man] whose name I do not know. Considering myself to having 
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been improperly sold and not knowing the language of my new owner, I 
decided to escape to my homeland. I never committed a crime anywhere. I 
arrived in Nalchik, not having been stopped by anyone on my way here and 


212 


without documents. 


Many returnees from Kabarda were, like Ogurli, enslaved people or landless 
peasants who had left the Caucasus in large groups, led by notables, and 
were often mistreated and cheated out of their freedom or land allotments, 
often by the same notables, in the Ottoman Empire. In Kabarda, Ogurli had 
likely been an unfree peasant in land corvée. Upon arriving in the Ottoman 
Empire, his legal status became that of kéle, which allowed his owner to break 
up Ogurli’s family and sell him separately. Ogurli showed tremendous resolve 
to better his fate by escaping slavery, becoming a fugitive in the Ottoman 
Empire, and then retracing his journey to the Caucasus. Ogurli asked tsarist 
authorities not only for permission to settle back in Kabarda but also for 
his freedom because, for many muhajirs like him, return migration held the 
promise of manumission. Ogurli was readmitted to Kabarda as a free man." 

Women’s voices are rare among returnee testimonies. Few women re- 
turned on their own, and those who traveled in groups were usually claimed 
as spoken for by their husbands or brothers. All the more remarkable is the 
story of Suydukh Vali Kiz1, who returned with two children to the village of 
Erpeli in central Dagestan in 1870. She had been married to a man who had 
previously emigrated to the Ottoman Empire on his own. He then returned, 
without tsarist authorization, to Dagestan, where he was arrested and exiled 
to Siberia for permanent settlement. He fled his internment in Siberia, some- 
how made it across the vastness of Russia back to Dagestan, and tracked 


down his wife. Suydukh Vali K1z1 testified about what happened next: 


My husband ordered me to get on the horse. Our children were put by my 
side and tied up to the saddle. Then, we headed to Talgam [on the Caspian 
Sea] and from there down the coast. We did not stop in villages, rode at night, 
and in the daytime waited in forests and steppes, away from the road... . We 
passed Derbent, Quba, Shemakha [Samahi], and Aleksandropol [Gyumri]. 
We crossed the border by wading across the Arpachay River and arrived in 
Kars. There . . . my husband joined the Turkish infantry, and I worked as a 


servant in the governor's family. Longing for my homeland, I asked my hus- 
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band to grant me a divorce, so that I could return to Dagestan. . . . Finally, 
he agreed, and, together with pilgrims returning from Mecca, I left from 
Kars for Tiflis... . I now arrived in Temir-Khan-Shura and wish to live in 


the village of Erpeli as before." 


Suydukh Vali Kizi claimed that her longing for Dagestan was her main moti- 
vation for the return, strong enough for her to end her marriage. The pain of 
separation from homeland prompted thousands of muhajirs to attempt a dan- 
gerous trek to the Caucasus, as many explained to the Russian authorities. 
Many returned because they missed their loved ones. Few muhajirs were able 
to stay in touch with their families in the Caucasus. After the mid-1860s, the 
Russian government surveilled postal mail from muhajirs in the Ottoman 
Empire to their families in the Caucasus and searched for and confiscated 
letters smuggled across the Russo-Ottoman border.” Return meant being 
able to see one’s relatives again and was a powerful motivation for several 
generations of muhajirs. Finally, return often followed the breakdown of a 
family unit, whether through spousal separation, or death of a breadwinner, 
or the loss of parents, as in the case of the four orphans in the beginning of 
this chapter. In all these cases, returnees hoped to reclaim their community 


and the homeland they had lost. 


BAN ON RETURN TO RUSSIA 
Amid the war for the control of the North Caucasus, Russia was averse to 
readmitting Muslim returnees from the Ottoman Empire. In the early years 
of North Caucasian return, the Russian government decided whom to let 
through based on where they had left from. The government was more likely 
to readmit Kabardians, Ossetians, and Chechens who came from territories 
that had been under tsarist control by 1859. Meanwhile, western Circassian 
returnees who were apprehended by the tsarist military faced two outcomes: 
to be deported to the interior of Russia for permanent settlement, if their 
communities had already surrendered to Russia; or to be held hostage and 
exchanged for Russian prisoners of war captured by Circassians, if their com- 
munities still resisted Russian advances.'® 

In June 1861, the Caucasus Army issued a ban on the return of North 


Caucasian Muslims. From then on, Russian border officials would only re- 
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admit North Caucasians who had an unexpired Russian passport that au- 
thorized their temporary travel to the Ottoman Empire.” All other returnees 
were denied entry and effectively denaturalized as Russian subjects. The tsa- 
rist government denaturalized muhajirs in large part because it wished to 
prevent their return migration. The ban on return of Muslims, enacted by the 
Russian military, was upheld by the civil authorities after the Caucasus War.’ 

Over the following decades, the Russian authorities articulated three 
justifications for their stringent no-return policy for North Caucasian Mus- 
lims. First, the government refused to accept returnees because of an alleged 
lack of available land. In the 1860s, the Russians had passed a comprehensive 
land reform, mandating new forms of land ownership in the North Cauca- 
sus. Those who had emigrated before the reform would have their proper- 
ties swallowed up and reallocated within their village or to different villages. 
Mass return from the Ottoman Empire would have required the government 
to redraw village land grants. Furthermore, many Circassian, Abazin, and 
Chechen lands had been redistributed to Slavic immigrants, and the return 
of native Muslim communities would generate vociferous opposition from 
Cossacks and other settlers.” 

Second, the authorities cited the high costs of reimmigration to public 
order and the treasury. During the war, the commander-in-chief of the Cau- 
casus Army described returnees as “homeless vagabonds” (Rus., bezdomnye 
brodiagi) whose return would increase robberies and unrest in the Cauca- 
sus.°? A generation later, the Terek provincial governor called returnees “par- 
asites and adventure seekers” (Rus., tuneiadtsy i iskateli prikliuchenii) whose 
readmittance, he predicted, would lead to high crime.*! To turn returnees 
into productive residents would require the state to pay for their housing, 
transportation, and financial aid. The administration of the Caucasus Vice- 
royalty argued that even massive expenditure might not be sufficient because 
returnees “do not burden themselves with becoming settled and instead de- 
velop a habit of vagrancy, which leads to the kind of penury in which they 
return [to the Caucasus].””? Drawing on negative stereotypes about returnees 
and North Caucasians at large, the government’s fiscal logic behind the ban 
was that the open-door policy on return would lessen Russian Muslims’ com- 
mitment to staying in the Caucasus and would promote emigration, which 


would in turn increase the numbers of returnees and the costs of their reset- 
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tlement. Ultimately, the government justified its ban on the return of North 
Caucasians as a public good, for it preserved the social order and saved money. 

The government’s third objection to return migration was on ideological 
grounds. It was the most serious and enduring one, permeating internal cor- 
respondence of the Caucasus Viceroyalty throughout the late imperial rule. 
The previous two reasons were often excuses given to deny entry, whereas 
the true opposition lay in the government’s paranoia about who returnees 
might be and what they might do. After the war, the Russian government 
sought to control the flow of information and to suppress ideas that could 
undermine tsarist authority in its newest Muslim-majority region near the 
Ottoman and Iranian borders. In the 1860s, the government cast returnees 
as likely pro-Ottoman emissaries whom the sultan’s government had clan- 
destinely sent back to agitate for Caucasus Muslim emigration to the Ot 
toman Empire or uprisings against Russian rule.” By the mid-1870s, tsarist 
authorities grew paranoid about Pan-Islamism, or political advocacy for the 
unity of the wmma, and suspected North Caucasian muhajirs of spreading 
Pan-Islamic ideas to Caucasus Muslims.** During the Russo-Ottoman War 
of 1877-78, pro-Ottoman uprisings broke out in Abkhazia, Chechnya, and 
Dagestan, allegedly inspired by letters from Imam Shamil’s son Ghazi Mu- 
hammad, which were smuggled into the Caucasus by returnees. It fueled tsa- 
rist anxieties about returnee impact on Russia’s Muslim subjects.” Finally, a 
new line of accusations emerged after 1908, when local authorities considered 
North Caucasian returnees suspect for having lived through the Young Turk 
Revolution and thereby potentially carrying constitutionalist ideals into the 
tsar’s autocratic domains.*® 

Russia was not alone at the time in opposing return migration because 
of the ideas that purportedly posed a danger to imperial stability. For exam- 
ple, conservative parties in nineteenth-century Europe cast returnees from 
the United States as too progressive. The Hungarian leadership considered 
blocking the return of Slovaks who could disrupt a political balance within 
the unstable Dual Monarchy; the Austrians and the Russians were wary of 
Polish returnees who may have been “radicalized” by Polish nationalist ideas 
in Chicago and New York; and the Protestant unionist leadership of Ireland 
feared a mass return of Irish Catholics from a country that had successfully 


defied British rule.” For a multiethnic empire, return migration risked the 
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proliferation of new narratives undermining imperial rule, especially when 
returnees belonged to a minority or a subjugated population. 

The Ottoman government did not look favorably at muhajir return mi- 
gration either. The Ottomans had spent millions of kurus on the resettlement 
of North Caucasians. Losing this population to Russia would be the loss 
of investment and, critically, an ideological defeat, should it become widely 
known that the newest Ottoman Muslim subjects preferred a Christian sov- 
ereign’s rule to the caliph’s authority. To limit muhajir mobility, the Otto- 
man government confiscated muhajirs’ Russian passports upon arrival and 
tied their subsidies and exemptions to their staying on their allotted land, in 
accordance with the Immigration Law of 1857. The Ottoman Passport Law 
(Pasaport Odasi Nizamnamesi) of 1867 required Ottoman subjects to obtain 
prior permission from the government to travel outside the empire.”* 

Many muhajirs made it clear to the Ottoman authorities that they were 
dissatisfied with their lot and wished to return to Russia. For example, in 
1863, a Shapsugh muhajir, Muhammed Sheretlukoy, initiated a mass cam- 
paign for return migration. He toured refugee villages in northern Bulgaria, 
collecting signatures of Circassians and Crimean and Nogai Tatars for a pe- 
tition to return to Russia. Sheretlukov planned to travel to Istanbul and pres- 
ent the petition to the Ottoman government and the Russian ambassador. 
Unfortunately for him, his campaign attracted the attention of local authori- 
ties, and the Varna district governor had him arrested.” The authorities then 
summoned many local Circassians and Tatars who had signed the petition, 
demanding an explanation, and, to their displeasure, all signatories afirmed 
their wish for an immediate return to Russia.°° 

When North Caucasian muhajirs requested to leave, the Ottoman au- 
thorities attempted to dissuade them by negotiating with their leadership. If 
needed, they took more forceful measures. In 1867, 400 Circassian families 
abandoned their settlements in Kosovo and headed toward the Danube River, 
intending to cross into Russia and then make their way through Bessarabia, 
Ukraine, and southern Russia into the Caucasus. They reached as far as the 
districts of Nis (now in Serbia) and Tatar Pazarcik (now Pazardzhik, Bul- 
garia) before local authorities ordered the cavalry to prevent their further 
travel, and then the muhajirs had to return to Kosovo.*! In other cases, Otto- 


man authorities acquiesced to letting muhajirs leave, if only out of fear that 
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they might otherwise turn to violence and crime. The Ottomans required de- 
parting muhajirs to return all land and cattle that they had received for free.** 

North Caucasian Muslims created a network of hideout locations and 
safe houses to facilitate passage across the Ottoman-Russian border. Away 
from the view of imperial officials, only rarely did this secretive world reveal 
itself in state records. Returnees typically moved to Ottoman frontier prov- 
inces and waited for an opportune moment to cross into the Russian do- 
mains. Thus, in 1865, the Russian consul in Trabzon reported that up to 
2,500 Circassians gathered in Trabzon Province with the hope of returning 
home.*? North Caucasian returnees stayed in villages of their ethnic kin, 
which turned into a kind of clearing houses for successive groups of migrants. 
In 1880, Abkhazians from Sivas moved to Trabzon Province and stayed in 
Abkhazian muhajir villages, waiting to hire boats to sail home.** Likewise, 
Chechens, Lezgins, and Ossetians had been arriving from throughout Anato- 
lia to their fellow muhajirs’ villages near Kars before starting a dangerous trek 
across the border.** Staying in frontier provinces allowed returnees to gather 
information on where border security was the weakest.*° 

North Caucasian returnees relied on an elaborate infrastructure of clan- 
destine border crossings in the Russo-Ottoman borderlands. Local Greeks, 
Armenians, and Turkish- and Laz-speaking Muslims had developed their 
own smuggling routes across the border. Russian and Ottoman subjects 
who did not have the right documents to enter another empire likely used 
those routes. The Russian authorities suspected as much and complained that 
North Caucasians were helped by villagers on both sides of the border and 
occasionally returned with the migrating Kurdish and Turkoman nomads 
or returning Muslim pilgrims.*” Some muhajirs became guides themselves, 
retracing their own journey with returnees into Russia, or new muhajirs out 
of Russia, or families from the Caucasus who wished to visit their loved ones 
in the Ottoman Empire.** By the early twentieth century, the Ottomans grew 
increasingly paranoid about unauthorized border crossings and feared that 
North Caucasian muhajirs, who knew the borderland terrain well, might 
serve as guides for Armenian revolutionaries who clandestinely crossed the 


Russo-Ottoman border.*? 
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CHECHEN RETURNEE CRISIS OF 1865 

The Chechen returnee crisis of 1865 tested Russia’s ban on North Cauca- 
sian return. The crisis followed the mass emigration of Muslims out of Terek 
Province earlier that year, which was a jointly coordinated Russo-Ottoman 
population transfer. Some 4,990 families, or 23,057 people—mostly Chech- 
ens and some Ingush, Karabulaks, Ossetians, and Kabardians—had left for 
the Ottoman Empire. Many of the muhajirs participated in, or sympathized 
with, the failed uprising in Chechnya in 1864. Over the summer of 1865, 
the Russian military escorted 28 emigrating parties from Vladikavkaz to 
the Aleksandropol-Kars border post, where they were entrusted to Ottoman 
authorities. The emigrating families took with them 4,531 horses and 11,420 
heads of cattle.*° The Ottoman government agreed to accept muhajirs and 
resettle them far from the Russian border, which had been the Russians’ con- 
sistent demand from the Porte since at least 1861."! 

When in eastern Anatolia, muhajirs learned that the Ottoman govern- 
ment planned to break them up and resettle them separately, which Chechen 
elders refused to accept. The early emigrating parties were then temporarily 
housed in villages around Mus and Erzurum. The new incoming patties, 
upon hearing where their kinsfolk were, categorically refused to go anywhere 
but Mus and Erzurum. The Ottoman authorities had limited infrastructure 
and minimal support for refugees at these transit locations. Some refugees 
turned to looting. In the subprovince of Mus, which hosted 18,000—20,000 
Chechen muhajirs, refugees raided local villages. One gang pillaged an Ar- 
menian monastery and killed a bishop at Madnavank.*” Reportedly 5,000— 
6,000 Chechen muhajirs attempted to besiege the town of Mus itself? The 
situation was not much better around Erzurum, where Chechen muhajirs 
became involved in a conflict with local Kurdish populations after the murder 
of two Kurdish chiefs.** As the temporary settlement of Chechens risked un- 
raveling the region, mutual accusations abounded. Muhajir leaders blamed 
the Ottoman authorities for abandoning them and not providing a viable set- 
tlement option for their people. The British, who sympathized with local ag- 
grieved Christians, accused the organizer of the emigration, Ossetian notable 
Musa Kundukhoy, of fomenting muhajir separatism, calling him “possessed 
with the chimera of establishing an independent Circassian nation in Turkey 


subject to the payment of a yearly tribute to the Porte but independent of it in 
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all matters relative to their internal policy as a distinct national body.’ The 
Russians blamed Chechen muhajirs for their looting spree and the Ottomans 
for breaking their side of the agreement by settling Chechen refugees near the 
Russian border.“ Meanwhile, some Ottoman officials were convinced that 
the Russians had instigated muhajir insubordination as a way to sow chaos 
in the Ottoman eastern provinces, for which they had their own designs.” 

As winter approached and the Ottoman authorities and Chechen elders 
had not agreed on the final place of settlement, refugees started moving back 
to the border with an intention to return to the Caucasus. By October 1865, 
2,680 muhajirs, mostly Chechens and some Ingush and Karabulaks, amassed 
at the Arpachay River (Tur., Arpacay; Arm., Akhuryan), which served as a 
natural frontier between the Russian and Ottoman empires and serves today 
as a border between Armenia and Turkey. The Russians mobilized their Cos- 
sack border patrol to guard the riverbank. Every other night, a number of 
Chechens attempted to wade across the river, only to be pushed back by the 
Russian troops. Eventually, the Russian authorities allowed muhajir deputies 
to present their requests.** 

‘The ensuing exchange between the two parties reveals how much Chechen 
muhajirs were willing to concede to return home. The Russian government 
justified its refusal to readmit Chechens by stating that they had left the 
empire voluntarily, thereby losing all rights as Russian subjects. As Ottoman 
subjects, they needed proper documentation to enter Russia. Chechen dep- 
uties argued that, while they had left of their own will, they never stopped 
considering themselves Russian subjects. Tsarist authorities countered that 
the Chechens’ former lands had already been redistributed and they had no 
homes to return to. In response, Chechen deputies expressed willingness to 
resettle in any Russian province that the authorities would choose for them. 
They further stated that, if needed, all refugees would convert from Islam 
to Orthodox Christianity right there, on the border. This statement testifies 
to not only the Chechen refugees’ desperation but also their perception of 
a constitutive relationship between one’s subjecthood and faith, or an ex- 
pectation of the Russian government’s bias against their faith. They figured 
that the Russians were more likely to admit new Christian subjects than old 
Muslim ones.” The Chechen deputies complained that Ottoman authorities 


had cheated them by giving them subpar land, with stony soil, and that their 
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people would rather die on the Arpachay River than go back to the Ottoman 
Empire. The Russian authorities refused to readmit any Chechen returnees.” 

The Chechens remained in a makeshift camp on the Ottoman side of the 
Arpachay River, pleading for their readmittance to Russia. In mid-November 
1865, Ottoman troops arrived at the scene. They cut off muhajir access to 
the riverbank and placed several cannons between the river and the refugee 
camp. The Ottoman military, after having failed to persuade the Chechens 
to leave the border, fired the weapons at the camp. Refugees started fleeing, 
and, by the next day, the Ottoman military escorted all Chechens away from 
the border.”' The Ottoman authorities then broke up the muhajirs into groups 
and settled them at a considerable distance from each other. By 1868, the 
Ottoman government moved 13,648 muhajirs of 1865 to Ra’s al-‘Ayn, in north- 
eastern Syria; 7,196 to the subprovince of Sivas, in central Anatolia; 621 to the 
subprovince of Biga, in northwestern Anatolia; and 300 to the subprovince 
of Maras, in southeastern Anatolia. Only 155 remained around Kars in east- 
ern Anatolia.” The two imperial governments came to regard the population 
transfer of 1865 as a success and an example of mutually beneficial coopera- 
tion. The Ottoman government bestowed its Mecidi Orders to eight Russian 
officials in charge of emigration, while the Russians awarded their Orders of 
St. Anna and St. Stanislaus to eleven Ottoman officials, including officers 
responsible for dispersing the Arpachay camp with cannon fire.* 

What the Chechen refugees did not know and likely never found out was 
that the Russians did not trust the Ottoman troops to arrive in time and were 
prepared to readmit the Chechens if Russian border troops could not hold 
the refugees back any longer. The Caucasus authorities had found land for 
returnees in Stavropol Governorate and Lesser Kabarda.™* Resettling return- 
ees there would have been Russia’s solution of last resort. As the Ottoman 
troops cleared the makeshift refugee camp, the Russian resettlement plan for 


Chechens was shelved, never to be implemented. 


RUSSIA’S REIMMIGRATION POLICY AFTER 1867 

The Chechen returnee crisis of 1865 foreshadowed prolonged unauthorized 
return migration of Chechen refugees. Many of them refused to stay in their 
new Ottoman settlements. In the following years, Russian authorities appre- 


hended thousands of Chechen returnees who had crossed the border into the 
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Caucasus in small groups. The news of detentions of returnees throughout 
the South Caucasus prompted the Caucasus authorities in Tiflis to review 
their no-return policy. 

After 1867, the Caucasus authorities followed a new, unwritten reimmi- 
gration policy, which preserved the official ban while allowing provincial 
authorities to readmit returnees on a case-by-case basis. The authorities’ de- 
cision on readmittance depended on how far into the Russian territory the 
returnees had advanced. Those intercepted near the border in Aleksandropol 
District (now in Armenia) or Akhalkalaki District (now in Georgia) were 
deported on the spot. Those who reached interior districts of the South Cau- 
casus or who were apprehended on the Georgian Military Road leading into 
the North Caucasus were sent to Tiflis to be reviewed for readmittance.”” The 
rationale for the new policy was the cost of deportation: returnees refused to 
voluntarily selfdeport to the Ottoman Empire, which meant that the Rus- 
sian military had to escort them to the border, at a considerable expense to 
the Caucasus Viceroyalty’s treasury. The liberalization of the policy of no 
return rested not on humanitarian reasons but on fiscal ones. 

During the first round of review in Tiflis, returnees who had a prior crim- 
inal record in Russia, carried weapons, or had enough money for a journey 
back to the Ottoman Empire were deported. The returnees could bolster their 
case for readmittance if they had submitted to the Russian police voluntarily, 
showed evidence that their families would take care of them and they would 
not be a drain on the treasury, or were willing to resettle in whichever prov- 
ince the state would assign them.” All those who passed the first round were 
issued temporary travel documents to Vladikavkaz, the capital of Terek Prov- 
ince. During the second round of review, the Terek authorities sought com- 
munal statements from returnees’ villages, whereby a village council agreed 
to readmit them and provide them with a plot of land out of the communal 
land grant that the village had received.” Village communities almost always 
agreed to accept their returning residents, owing to deeply-rooted kinship 
loyalty. 

The policy was likely a compromise between different stakeholders in 
the Caucasus. The Caucasus Army, credited with conquering the region and 
tasked with guarding the border, adamantly opposed any readmittances. 


Civil authorities were more open-minded. For example, Baron Nikolai, chief 
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of the civil administration in the Caucasus, wrote that many Circassians and 
Chechens were so impoverished that they were returning “almost naked” and 
should be welcomed back, “if only because [our] sense of humanity did not 
allow to send them back.”** The compromise meant that, while provincial 
governors were free to readmit returnees into their jurisdictions, the govern- 
ment redoubled its efforts to enhance security on the Russo-Ottoman border. 
Already in 1865, the Caucasus Army dispatched additional Cossack troops 
to patrol the Black Sea coast, ready to do so even at night, to prevent un- 
authorized Circassian return migration by sea.” In 1871, to stem the return 
of Chechens, the tsarist government increased Cossack policing of the land 
border and asked Ottoman authorities to prohibit muhajirs from entering any 
Ottoman frontier districts.” 

‘The new reimmigration policy never became official law so as not to cir- 
cumscribe the autonomy of local administrations to assess individual cases 
and deport as they please. The policy extended to Kabardians, Chechens, 
Ingush, and Ossetians of Terek Province, but not to Karabulaks, whom the 
Russian government considered particularly rebellious and troublesome and 
refused to readmit under any circumstances.” A similar policy, namely that a 
provincial governor would have the discretion to readmit those apprehended 
deep within the Russian territory, also applied in the provinces of Kuban and 
Dagestan.” The Russian government kept the unwritten policy secret lest it 
leak to muhajirs in the Ottoman Empire. Between 1867 and 1871, the author- 
ities recorded the unauthorized return of at least 5,453 Chechens and readmit- 
ted 64 percent of those returnees (see table 9). In 1872 and 1873, 834 and 276 
more Chechens passed the review in Tiflis and journeyed to Vladikavkaz. 
Tsarist reports suggest the readmittance of 20 to 25 percent of the Chechen 
muhajirs of 1865 and an even higher attempted return rate. 

Russia’s formal ban on return remained in place. In 1872, the Russian 
ambassador in Istanbul received a petition on behalf of 8,500 Circassian fam- 
ilies, most of whom were enslaved, who wished to return to Russia. They 
complained of having been duped into emigration by their notables, who 
preserved their lifestyle and were accorded privileges by the Ottomans while 
ordinary muhajirs suffered from poverty and famine.® This communal pe- 
tition and others, received by Russian diplomats in the Ottoman Empire in 


subsequent decades, were rejected (see table 10). 


Year Apprehended Admitted Deported 


1867 162 121 75% 4] 25% 
1868 664 422 64% 242 36% 
1869 369 203 55% 166 45% 
1870 1,282 453 35% 829 65% 
1871 2,976 2,311 78% 665 22% 
Total 5,453 3,510 64% 1,943 36% 


Table 9. Chechen returnees to Russia, 1867-71. 


Source: SSSA f. 545, op. 1, d. 2852, Il. 79-83 (1867-71). Individual cases are recorded in SSSA f. 
545, op. 1, d. 250 (1867-70). 


Year Petitioners Specifics Outcome 
1860 Ubykhs and Abkhazians Signed by 26 notables Rejected 
Circassians, Crimean : Likely never 
1863 i From Danube Province : 
and Nogai Tatars submitted 
1865 2,000 Circassians From Trabzon Province Rejected 
8,500 Ci i 
1872 i epee Many families enslaved Rejected 
families 
Signed by 300 deputies; 


1879 Abkhazians Rejected 


claimed to be Christians 


Rejected, lat 
1880 1,200 Abkhazians Claimed to be Christians ces = 
admitted 


1896 Abazins From Konya Province Rejected 


Table ro. North Caucasian petitions to return to Russia. 


Sources, in order: RGVIA f. 38, op. 7, d. 384, ll. 4-7; MnV f. 5, op. 2, d. 24, Il. 147-50; SSSA f. 416, op. 3, 
d. 1124; SSSA f. 5, op. 1, d. 3011, Il. 3-53 Tiflisskii Vestnik, no. 98; SSSA f. 545, op. 1, d. 2069, 1. 86; BOA 
HR.SER.1 116/35. 
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Muslim communities in the Caucasus actively facilitated the return of 
muhajirs. Since the Caucasus War, village councils throughout the region 
sent communal petitions to the Russian government asking for readmit- 
tance of muhajirs. For example, in 1870, Ingush communities petitioned the 
authorities to allow the reimmigration of seventy-six Ingush families into 
twelve villages in Nazran District. The petition, in Russian, was signed by 
fourteen Ingush officers in the Russian army, whose endorsement must have 
carried significant weight with the government. The Ingush pledged to take 
care of all expenses related to reimmigration and to provide returnees with 
their own land. 

The unwritten liberalization of Russia’s no-return policy was an outcome 
of internal conversations within the tsarist administration about Muslim 
migration. By the late 1860s, the authorities contemplated whether Muslim 
return migration, when vetted and authorized by the state, might advance 
tsarist goals in the Caucasus. While some officials feared that returnees could 
spread pro-Ottoman propaganda, others argued that returnees, disillusioned 
with resettlement in the Ottoman Empire, might dissuade people from em- 
igrating. The authorities even orchestrated some returnees’ engagement with 
communities that wished to emigrate. In 1868, the government readmitted 
several groups of Chechens and sent them to Chechnya via a detour in Zaqa- 
tala District (now in Azerbaijan) and Dagestan so that they could share their 
experiences with local Muslims and dispel popular misconceptions about life 
in the sultan’s domains. Reportedly, Zaqatalan and Dagestani residents dis- 
missed those Chechens as the Russian government’s stooges and ignored their 
message.” 

The Russian authorities also considered readmitting, and even asking to 
return, Muslim notables in an attempt to stem mass emigration. In 1870, 
the Russian ambassador in Istanbul petitioned the Porte to allow Pshem- 
akho Dzhambotoy, a Kabardian prince, to return to Russia. He claimed that 
the prince himself asked for Russia’s intercession. The Ottoman government 
agreed, provided that the prince return all land and money that he had re- 
ceived from the state. It later transpired that the prince never asked to return 
but rather that his family and other Kabardian aristocrats had lobbied the 
Terek provincial governor to secure Dzhambotov’s return. The Terek pro- 


vincial governor then initiated the diplomatic request on the belief that “the 
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return to Kabarda of a person like Prince Dzhambotov would, without doubt, 
affect the entire population of Kabarda and destroy the [local Muslim] desire 
of moving to Turkey.” The prince chose to remain in the Ottoman Empire. 

The readmittance of returnees on the government’s terms led to some 
officials suggesting that returnees be used in social experiments. The admin- 
istration of the Caucasus Viceroyalty considered making reimmigration con- 
ditional on the returnees forever losing the right to own and carry weapons. 
Carrying sabers and daggers was a social norm and customary right in many 
mountaineer communities. The Viceroyalty’s internal report plainly stated 
that the abrogation of that right for returnees would constitute “an important 
step to the total disarmament of all Chechens, which is what the administra- 
tion pursues.” 

The Russian government also considered using returnees to further its 
economic objectives, specifically to colonize sparsely populated uncultivated 
areas. It discussed settling North Caucasian returnees in the governorates of 
Orenburg and Stavropol and Kuban Province in the 1860s. Ultimately, the 
government abandoned these plans because of the high cost of such resettle- 
ment, and returnees were allowed to settle among their ethnic kin.” In 1871, 
the Terek provincial governor lobbied the Caucasus Viceroyalty administra- 
tion to allot free land in Kizlyar District to 2,200 Chechen returnees. The 
earmarked land lay in a dry riverbed in a drought-stricken region. Through 
irrigation works, returnees were expected to open up this near-Caspian region 
to cultivation and reinvigorate the economy of Kizlyar, once the largest city 
in the North Caucasus but now in steep decline. In 1872, the government au- 
thorized land surveys to determine the feasibility of resettlement in Kizlyar. 
Two years later, a staggering price tag to build returnees’ villages and a de- 
creasing number of Chechen returnees prompted the authorities to shelve the 
project.’ The Russian plans to use North Caucasian returnees to redeem the 
land were similar to the Ottoman ones for North Caucasian refugees. For ex- 
ample, in 1912, the Ottoman subprovincial governor of Deir az-Zor proposed 
to use muhajir labor to dig irrigation canals between the Euphrates, Tigris, 
and Khabur rivers to transform the Mesopotamian desert into agricultural 
land. The ambitious Ottoman project, like the Russian one in Dagestan, did 
not come to pass.’” 


North Caucasian returnees who were officially readmitted to Russia often 
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asked the government to help them to bring their families from the Ottoman 
Empire. The official process, when the Russian authorities took up the case, 
was to deliver a petition from Tiflis, via the Russian ambassador in Istanbul, 
to the Ottoman authorities, asking them to facilitate the return of specific in- 
dividuals. This formal procedure took years and rarely ended in repatriation. 
Ottoman provincial officials either were reluctant to let muhajirs go or could 
not locate requested individuals. In 1867, the Terek authorities boldly advised 
Chechen petitioners that their best chance of retrieving their families was to 
send someone from Chechnya to smuggle their relatives out of the Ottoman 
Empire, in contravention of Ottoman laws.” In another instance, the Terek 
provincial governor asked the Caucasus Viceroyalty administration to allow a 
readmitted Kabardian returnee, who had been formerly enslaved, to go back 
to Sivas to buy his mother, brother, wife, and four children out of slavery 
and to bring them back.” While such cases of imperial benevolence toward 
returnees were rare, they demonstrate that provincial administrations had an 
evolving discussion about the merits of reimmigration and that the tsarist 
state could, under exceptional circumstances, serve as a patron of Muslim 


repatriation. Not supporting repatriation for all was a deliberate choice. 


ABKHAZIAN RETURNEE CRISIS OF 1880 

The Abkhazian returnee crisis of 1880 was the second major Russo-Ottoman 
border crisis involving returnees, after the Chechen one of 1865. During the 
Russo-Ottoman War of 1877-78, several uprisings against Russian rule broke 
out throughout the Caucasus, including in Abkhazia. The Ottomans briefly 
occupied the port city of Sukhum, with support from local Muslim com- 
munities. By the end of the war, 40,000-50,000 Abkhazians, up to 60 per- 
cent of Abkhazia’s population, followed the retreating Ottoman troops into 
Anatolia.” 

The Abkhazians started returning to the Caucasus shortly afterward. 
They would hire boats in Samsun and Trabzon and sail to Batum (now 
Batumi, Georgia), the Ottoman port annexed by Russia in 1878, or directly 
to Sukhum. During the war, the Russian government deported all returnees, 
in case they were Ottoman spies.’”° Abkhazian refugees also formally peti- 
tioned the Caucasus authorities through Russian consulates in the Ottoman 


Empire. Most applicants claimed that they had been captured by Ottoman 
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forces and taken to the Ottoman Empire against their will. Many claimed 
to be Abkhazian Christians.” In May 1879, the Russian embassy in Istanbul 
notified its consuls that the Abkhazians’ return was undesirable.”* Most pe- 
titions were denied. However, tsarist authorities selectively readmitted some 
Abkhazians, especially Christian notables who had powerful protectors in 
Abkhazia vouching for them.” Those singular cases of readmittance, con- 
veyed through the Ottoman Foreign Ministry, may have encouraged the 
mass return of Abkhazians from the Ottoman Empire. 

In August 1880, Aghios Petros, a vessel under the British flag with a Greek 
crew, sailed into the Batum harbor. ‘The ship carried 1,200 Abkhazians who 
requested to return to Abkhazia. The administration of the Caucasus Vice- 
royalty ordered an immediate deportation of those returnees back to the 
Ottoman Empire, regarding them as Ottoman subjects without Russian au- 
thorization to enter. The Ottoman authorities refused to accept Abkhazians 
aboard the ship. The Porte, which suffered a major defeat during the previous 
war and faced bankruptcy, had little interest in resettling the Abkhazians who 
did not want to be the sultan’s subjects. The Ottoman consul in Batum had 
previously stated his government’ position in unambiguous terms: the Ab- 
khazian returnees did not hold Ottoman passports and were never Ottoman 
subjects; they held Russian subjecthood, were within the Russian territory, 
and remained the responsibility of the Russian government.®® This stance 
marked a rare occasion of the Ottoman government disavowing migrants 
from the Caucasus, although it was done precisely because the migrants in 
question refused to consider themselves muhajirs. Provincial officials vowed 
to uphold their governments’ positions. The Ottoman governor of the fron- 
tier province of Trabzon gave orders to the Ottoman coastal guard to pre- 
vent, by force if needed, Abkhazian refugees from disembarking on Ottoman 
shores.*' Meanwhile, the newly installed tsarist administration of Batum pro- 
hibited the crew of Aghios Petros, docked in the Batum harbor, to disembark 
refugees. 

Forcibly keeping 1,200 refugees on a ship meant for 200 passengers was a 
humanitarian disaster in the making. Epidemics soon broke out among Ab- 
khazians, who had been starving, had little water, and reportedly had among 
them the corpses of four refugees who had died during the journey. Five days 
in, the old vessel developed a leak, and the ship started sinking. Only then 
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did the Batum authorities allow refugees to disembark. While the ship’s holes 
were being patched up, the refugees stayed in a makeshift camp, with old sails 
turned into tents.°* Up to 200 Abkhazian men escaped the campsite into the 
city before the ship was repaired. The remaining refugees were escorted back 
to the vessel. The Abkhazians then sent a communal petition, by telegram, 
to the Caucasus Viceroy in Tiflis. It read, “The Batum governor forces us 
to return to Turkey. We beg Your Excellency to take pity on us, Christians, 
...as your coreligionists. ... Have mercy on our children, who account for 
more than half of us and who are innocent! There is nothing for us in Turkey 
but starvation and persecution from the merciless Turkish government. We 
beg you to send us to Sukhum Department. .. . Your refusal would condemn 
us to perishing at sea.” The self-declared Christian identity of the petitioners 
did not sway the Caucasus authorities, unwilling to set a precedent by pub- 
licly allowing a large number of refugees to return to Russia. Several weeks 
later, about 400 women on the ship sent another petition to the Caucasus 
authorities, pleading for their and their children’s lives, also to no avail.*° 
The Russian military ordered the ship captain to leave Russian waters and 
to disembark refugees in Trabzon, despite Ottoman protests. The Greek crew 
refused to follow the order and did not raise the mainsail. By the end of the 
fourth week, the ship was towed out of the Batum harbor under the convoy of 
a Russian military schooner. When the ship approached the Ottoman shore, 
the Ottomans opened gunfire, which made the Russian convoy retreat. The 
ship with Abkhazian refugees was then lingering in Ottoman waters, unable 
to dock in any Ottoman port. The following night, the ship’s captain clandes- 
tinely sailed back into Russian waters and unloaded all refugees on a beach, 
to the west of Batum. The beach was surrounded by cliffs on all sides and had 
no escape path onto the land. The captain left the refugees there, returned to 
Batum, and falsely reported that his crew had disembarked the refugees on 
the Ottoman coast. News of what had transpired, however, spread quickly, 
and the Batum police arrested the offending captain and navigating officer 
before they could return to the Ottoman Empire.*° The Russian authorities 
sent a rescue party to retrieve the refugees from the beach. The survivors 
arrived in Batum and shortly afterward were given permission to return to 
Abkhazia. This returnee crisis lasted thirty-seven days and claimed the lives 


of at least 178 refugees aboard Aghios Petros.*’ 
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The Abkhazian returnee crisis of 1880 prompted the Russian government 
to adopt the same unwritten reimmigration policy for Sukhum Department 
that had been in place in the North Caucasus. All Abkhazian refugees who 
managed to reach the Abkhazian shore were to be accepted and resettled. They 
would be treated not as returnees (Rus., vozvrashchaiushchiesia) but rather as 
immigrants (prishel’tsy, or pereselentsy), similar to Greek, Georgian, and Esto- 
nian colonists in Abkhazia. To ensure public order during reimmigration, the 
Russian police in Abkhazia were to be reinforced by Cossack troops. The new 
policy was not communicated to the Ottoman government to keep it hidden 
from Abkhazian muhajirs.** Nevertheless, the scope of return migration in 
Abkhazia was immense. By June 1881, the district of Gudauta had at least 
1,487 returnee families, 47 percent of all households. By 1881, about a third of 
the Abkhazian refugees of 1877-78, or 21 percent of the entire population of 
Abkhazia, returned home, and small groups of people continued returning 


for years after that.® 


MAKING THE CAUCASUS HOME AGAIN 
Between 1860 and World War I, approximately 40,000 Muslims returned 
to the Caucasus (see table 11).”° The numbers of returnees were particularly 
high after the Chechen emigration of 1865 and the Abkhazian emigration of 
1878. An imperial archive has blind spots on return migration similar to those 
on emigration. The government documented only what it knew or what it 
wanted preserved, while many returnees made it their goal to avoid being re- 
corded at any cost. The scope of return migration from the Ottoman Empire 
exceeded that of formal readmittance: many muhajirs returned and were 
never apprehended; others were deported on the border and not recorded; 
many more attempted to return but turned back or died on their perilous 
journeys. Thousands of muhajirs submitted verbal or written petitions to 
Russian consuls and never heard back. Dreaming of, planning, executing, or 
deciding against the return to the Caucasus were an integral part of the expe- 
rience of being a North Caucasian muhajir in the Ottoman Empire. 

A small group of North Caucasian muhajirs did not need to cross the 
Russo-Ottoman border because the border had crossed them. In the 1860s, 
the Ottoman government had settled some Circassians and Chechens in 


the region of Kars, which Russia annexed in 1878. Many muhajirs then fled 
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Years Destination & Ethnic Groups Estimates 


186063 Stavropol Governorate 1,293 


Nogai Tatars 


Kuban and Terek Provinces 
1861-65 western Circassians, Kabardians, Ossetians, 9,000 
Chechens, Ingush, Kumyks, Nogai Tatars 


Grozny District 


1866-78 58 
Chechens oe 
Sukhum Department 

1866-68 2,100 
Abkhazians 

gece | met 13,258-15,000 
Abkhazians = 4 

iano All regions of the North Caucasus 7000 

- and Abkhazia : 
Total 38,508—40,250 


Table 11. Returnees to the Caucasus, 1860-1914. 


‘The estimates are for Muslim muhajirs who returned to the Caucasus from 
the Ottoman Empire and were readmitted by the Russian government. 


Russian occupation for the safety of Anatolia, alongside other Muslims of 
Kars, Ardahan, and Batum. Other muhajirs stayed put and petitioned tsarist 
authorities to allow them to cross the mountains and return to the North 
Caucasus.”! 

We know little of how returnees fared after reimmigration. The govern- 
ment did not follow up on the progress of readmitted muhajirs. What remains 
clear is that reimmigration came with high social costs, as returnees usually 
came back penniless and had to rely on their broader community for support. 
In a rare autobiographical story about the return, Inal Kanukov (1850/51—-99), 
an Ossetian writer and ethnographer, recalls how his family had emigrated to 
the Ottoman Empire in 1860, when he was a child, and returned with ninety 
other families soon afterward. The Kanukovs, who were notables, found their 


old village abandoned and themselves homeless. A family of their former serfs 
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generously hosted them in a neighboring village. Kanukov describes their first 
days back in Ossetia as follows: “Although everyone came out to greet us and 
welcomed us back with genuine happiness, we entered the village not as equal 
members but as foreign strangers, who had been excluded from the family 
and were accepted back as a favor.” Kanukov notes that what prevented many 
muhajirs from returning to the Caucasus was the fear of being perceived as a 
failure. When Kanukov’s father had surveyed the poor soil of their new lands 
near Kars and decided to return to Ossetia, other Ossetian elders tried to 
dissuade him, “Do not shame us all! What will people in our homeland think 
when they see that you, one of the best muhajirs, returned?””” The shame of 
returning kept many muhajirs from becoming returnees. 

Returnees usually found a very different homeland back in the Cauca- 
sus. Many muhajirs were not allowed to return to the same village and were 
resettled elsewhere. Many who returned to the same village lived under new 
laws and borders and had a diminished support network because their friends 
and neighbors had emigrated. It was not uncommon for returnees to change 
their minds and leave Russia for good for the second time. Return migra- 
tion to the Caucasus sometimes provoked tensions between returnees and 
local populations. Mass return to Abkhazia led to returnees trying to reclaim 
their houses and fruit gardens that had been seized by others or redistributed 
to new immigrants. Meanwhile, many Abkhazians protested the returnees’ 
squatting on their land and the government’s confiscation of their land in 
favor of returnees.”? Likewise, in Chechnya some villagers were displeased 
with having to carve out land for returnees from the state-allotted village 
land grant.’ Return migration inevitably led to the readjustment of power 
dynamics, land usage, and distribution of resources and labor. Return mi- 
gration, similar to emigration, affected not only migrants themselves but also 
communities around them. 

Returnees left their mark on the economy of the Caucasus. The North 
Caucasian migration dispersed crop cultures, livestock, and agricultural 
and artisanal expertise between the Caucasus and the Middle East. Thus, 
Circassians brought their distinctive oxen-drawn carts to Transjordan and 
Kabarda horses to Uzunyayla. Likewise, returnees carried a piece of the Ot- 
toman Empire to the Caucasus. Many Chechens learned to grow tobacco in 


their villages in central Anatolia and found their skills in demand when they 
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returned to Chechnya. In the second half of the nineteenth century, the Cau- 
casus became Russia’s premier region for tobacco cultivation. Between 1865 
and 1878, the area of tobacco plantations in the North Caucasus increased 
over thirty-fold to 11,808 acres. The number of tobacco factories in the North 
Caucasus grew from two in 1865 to eighteen, including six in Terek Province, 
in 1869. Local tobacco factories also purchased the highly priced Ottoman 
tobacco seeds that Chechen returnees had smuggled with them into Russia.” 

The North Caucasian return migration from the Ottoman Empire to the 
Caucasus continued through the remainder of the late imperial era. Some 
North Caucasians returned to Russia as Ottoman subjects. While the Rus- 
sian government had banned the return of North Caucasians as denatural- 
ized Russian subjects, it issued visas to Ottoman subjects. Many muhajirs 
had understood this loophole and lawfully reentered the Caucasus with Otto- 
man passports. Some of them visited their families and left, but many settled 
down and blended in with local populations. In the 1870s and 1880s, the 
Kuban and Terek authorities made attempts to restrict access to their prov- 
inces to Ottoman-subject North Caucasians.”® Those policies were difficult 
to enforce because neither Russian consular officials nor border guards could 
easily tell people’s ancestry from their Ottoman documents. Ottoman pass- 
ports recorded a personal name and a nasab, or patronymic—for example, Is- 
mail bin Musa—but rarely Kabardian or Chechen family names, which was 
a blessing in disguise for many North Caucasian returnees. Beginning in the 
1880s, the Russian government conducted regular checks on Ottoman sub- 
jects residing in the Caucasus and deported those who had overstayed their 
visas.”” In response, local communities routinely petitioned the authorities to 
pardon them. For example, a Kabardian muhajir, Muhammad (Magomet) 
Ghassan, returned to the Caucasus with an Ottoman passport. He fell in 
love with a local woman and married her. Her village had registered him as 
a local resident, and he lived there for ten years before the government found 
and arrested him. His father-in-law wrote an exasperated petition begging to 
release the man, to whom “he would have never given his only daughter had 
he known that Muhammad Ghassan would not gain legal status in Russia.””* 

In the final decades of imperial rule, a new type of returnees appeared in 
the Caucasus—young muhajir men who grew up in the Ottoman Empire 


but felt that the Caucasus was their true homeland. Their return was an act 
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of defiance against the two empires, which created roadblocks for their mi- 
gration, and against their parents, of whose emigration they strongly disap- 
proved. One petition to the Russian government stated that a young Avar 
returnee, Abdurakhman Kurakhma oglu, had “lost Russian subjecthood 
not because of his own fault but because of his parents’ fault.”°? His fellow 
Dagestani, a Lezgin man, Shamsuddin Murtuzali oglu, had moved to the 
Ottoman Empire as a child with his father in 1899. He returned to Dagestan, 
was deported to the Ottoman Empire in 1908, and since then kept coming 
back, getting deported, and reappearing in the Caucasus again. He insisted 
that he never considered himself an Ottoman subject.'"° These strong-willed 
members of the younger generation of North Caucasian muhajirs rejected the 
legal status imposed on them and, through their return migration, aspired to 


reverse the previous generations’ displacement. 


The North Caucasian return migration testifies to the will of refugees to 
return to their homeland. Thousands risked their lives to undertake a return 
journey, and many succeeded in reimmigrating. How the tsarist government 
handled return migration provides a new perspective on Russian governance 
in the Caucasus. First, while the Caucasus authorities upheld the Russian 
military’s wartime ban of 1861 on the return of North Caucasian Muslims, 
they instituted an unwritten reimmigration policy that gave provincial offi- 
cials leeway to readmit returnees after 1867. Decisions to readmit were based 
on how expensive it would be to deport returnees and whether returnees 
could be used to advance the government’s goals. Both the ban and its back- 
door served to ensure the government’s control over demographics in the 
Caucasus, while minimizing its expenses on resettlement or deportations. 
Second, the Russian government used Muslims’ return to consolidate its 
control over the Caucasus. The Caucasus authorities presented unauthorized 
breaches of the Russian border as a threat to the region’s security and public 
order, which enabled the government to increase its policing of Caucasus 
Muslims. Tsarist officials instituted stricter requirements for Muslim sub- 
jects to leave and return to Russia, and they required village councils to sign 
off on all emigration and reimmigration requests. The Russian government 
extended its reach deep into frontier districts of the South Caucasus and 


mountain areas of Kabarda, Chechnya, and Dagestan through its search for 
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undocumented returnees, while also militarizing the Russo-Ottoman border 
through increased Cossack patrols. Russia used migration policies to prop up 
its authority in the Caucasus. 

The return of Muslims from the Middle East to the Caucasus was a chal- 
lenge to the Ottoman and Russian empires. It undermined the Ottoman 
claim of being a refuge to foreign Muslims. Many Muslim refugees, it turns 
out, would risk everything to leave the caliphate for a life in the tsardom. It 
also countered Russia’s attempts to seal the porous Russo-Ottoman border 
and control Muslim mobility in the Caucasus. Many North Caucasians re- 
fused to recognize arbitrary decisions that barred them from their homeland 
and pressed on in their return journeys. Returnees, each in their own way, 


challenged what the two imperial governments expected of them. 


CONCLUSION 


THE MODERN HISTORY OF REFUGEE RESETTLEMENT in 
the Middle East and the Balkans begins with the Ottoman refugee regime. 
The late Ottoman state maintained an open-door policy for Muslim refugees. 
It promised resettlement, free land, exemptions from taxation and military 
service, agricultural subsidies, and financial aid to incoming Muslims. All 
muhajirs had an open path to Ottoman naturalization. The Ottoman refugee 
regime provided protections to about a million North Caucasian Muslims 
and several million Muslims from Crimea, the Balkans, the South Caucasus, 
and Crete. It inaugurated expectations of what kind of aid must be provided 
to refugees and what the state’s obligations were in an age before international 
protections for refugees were codified. Muhajirs were accepted into the Otto- 
man body politic with almost no reservations because one’s status as a refugee 
was tied to their Muslim identity, favored by the Ottoman government. In 
the twentieth century, ethnicity and nationality would become key categories 
in constructing refugee identities. In the Middle East alone, that left millions 
of Armenian, Assyrian, Kurdish, Palestinian, Jewish, Iraqi, Syrian, Sudanese, 
South Sudanese, and other refugees excluded and marginalized after World 
War I. 

While the Ottoman government welcomed refugees, its funding rarely 
matched its ambitions. The Ottoman authorities spent an enormous amount 


of money on settling refugees but could not invest much beyond the resettle- 
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ment stage. This meant that refugees were largely left to fend for themselves, 
and their well-being depended on whether they could tap into local econo- 
mies. In the Balkans, refugee villages were in economic distress, which led 
to banditry and paramilitarism that drowned the region in sectarian violence 
between 1876 and 1878. In central Anatolia, refugee villages stagnated in their 
splendid isolation, hidden among the mountains with no export routes. In 
Transjordan, Circassian villages thrived because the Hejaz Railway trans- 
formed the economy of the region. Muhajirs took advantage of new opportu- 
nities by marketing bedouin products, exporting their own, and selling real 
estate to Levantine merchants. Local circumstances mattered a great deal in 
refugee resettlement. 

The Ottoman and Russian policies on Muslim migration were inten- 
tional and served to strengthen the state. The Ottoman government saw 
foreign Muslim refugees as a solution to the besieged empire’s many prob- 
lems. The Ottomans used refugees to expand agriculture and to tighten the 
empire’s hold on nomadic and Christian-majority frontier regions. Muslim 
refugee settlement, indeed, fortified Ottoman authority in central Anatolia 
and Transjordan. The Russian government initially adopted an exclusionary 
policy, expelling western Circassians in the early 1860s to finalize its conquest 
of the Caucasus and control of the northern coast of the Black Sea. After 
1867, it formally discouraged North Caucasian emigration lest it depopulate 
the Caucasus but allowed those bent on emigrating to leave. By redrawing de- 
mographics in the Caucasus, Russia solidified its hold on its newest Muslim- 
majority region. Neither empire was keen on having a fluid transimperial 
population: the Russian government banned the return of North Caucasians 
and increased policing on the Russo-Ottoman border, while the Ottoman 
authorities confiscated muhajirs’ Russian documents upon arrival and made 
their exemptions contingent on them staying in their villages. The Ottoman 
and Russian policies had room for negotiation with different groups, espe- 
cially upper-status North Caucasians, but overall they were remarkably con- 
sistent throughout the late imperial era. 

North Caucasian refugees were not mere spectators of their displacement. 
‘They were key actors in reshaping the Ottoman state. By World War I, North 
Caucasians lived in almost every Ottoman province and made up to 5 percent 


of the empire’s population.' Most were farmers and helped to entrench the 
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new Ottoman land regime, which reaffirmed the state’s ownership of agri- 
cultural land, promoted consistent cultivation, and enforced taxation. As the 
empire’s newest and some of its most vulnerable subjects, muhajirs were eager 
to follow the Ottoman Refugee Commission’s regulations to secure their per- 
manent usufruct rights to the land. By registering, tilling, improving, and 
reselling the land, they prompted their many neighbors to also formalize 
their rights to the land. Contestation of land led to muhajirs’ many conflicts 
throughout the empire. Muhajirs defended their right to the land promised to 
them by the Ottoman government, while seizing the land claimed by Balkan 
Christians, Armenians, Druze, and Turkic, Kurdish, and Arab nomads. The 
Ottoman government aided the militarization of refugee communities by re- 
cruiting them into the army and coopting paramilitary organizations. Many 
muhajirs traded a plough for a rifle, becoming soldiers, gendarmes, guards, 
militia, or bandits. 

The history of muhajirs challenges many artificial boundaries in tradi- 
tional accounts of migration. It invites us to reexamine what made one a 
refugee in the age of European imperialism and in Islamic history. Muhajirs 
were refugees, immigrants, and emigrants. They fled ethnic cleansing and 
discrimination or left home for a better life, while some considered their jour- 
ney a religious obligation. Many were double and triple refugees, having been 
displaced multiple times in the Caucasus and the Ottoman Empire. Some 
refugees became settlers and enforcers of the Ottoman state, and many were 
slaves or slaveholders. 

By the end of the empire, North Caucasians precariously navigated the 
ethnonational aspirations of their neighbors. During World War I, many mu- 
hajirs fought for the Ottoman state, which gave them refuge and a sense of 
belonging as a Muslim community. In Transjordan, the Circassian Volunteer 
Cavalry served as the main line of defense against anti-Ottoman bedouin mi- 
litias.* After the war, refugee communities aligned with different forces, de- 
pending on where they were. In Anatolia, many North Caucasians supported 
the Ottoman government in Istanbul, while those in the Marmara region 
briefly cooperated with Greek and British occupying forces.* An increasing 
number of muhajirs fought for the Turkish national movement in Ankara, 
but, following the so-called rebellions against Mustafa Kemal’s authority 


by the prominent Circassian militia leaders Ahmet Anzavur in 1919-20 and 
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Cerkes Ethem in 1920-21, many North Caucasians were purged from posi- 
tions of power in the Turkish national movement.‘ In subsequent decades, 
Circassians were painted as traitors to the national cause, an accusation that 
maligned Turkey’s North Caucasian diaspora for generations.’ 

In the interwar Levant, North Caucasians generally forged good relations 
with the Hashemite dynasty and British and French mandatory officials. 
Those relations rested on the military expertise that North Caucasians were 
willing to offer the new governments. In Transjordan, Circassian notables, 
led by Mirza Wasfi, head of Amman’s Circassian community and a former 
Ottoman loyalist, welcomed Emir ‘Abdullah to Amman in 1921 and offered 
him a private force, which has served Jordan’s ruling family ever since as 
the Circassian Royal Guard.° The British mandatory authorities also heavily 
recruited Circassians into the Transjordanian Reserve Force, later reorga- 
nized as the Arab Legion, where Circassians represented 30 percent of troops 
by 1924.’ In Syria, the French drafted North Caucasians, alongside Druze, 
Alawis, and Christians, into the Special Troops of the Levant and relied on 
Circassian and other minority auxiliaries to suppress the Great Syrian Revolt 
of 1925—27.° The military remained a career aspiration for many Circassians in 
independent Jordan and Syria.” The government of Israel, established in 1948, 
also courted the small Circassian community, treating it differently than the 
Palestinian Muslim population. Circassians became the second minority 
group, after the Druze, to be drafted into the Israel Defense Forces in 1958."° 

Ottoman and tsarist migration policies had a lasting effect in the twenti- 
eth and twenty-first centuries. After World War I, new nation-states inherited 
the Ottoman legislation on immigration, refugee resettlement, and land own- 
ership, which shaped how they managed their own population movements. 
The largest impact of North Caucasian, especially Circassian, displacement, 
however, was indirect. It demonstrated that a modern state could carry out 
near-complete relocation of a population from one region to another. A pop- 
ulation exchange, as a type of forced migration, built on that experience. 
While neither the Russians nor the Ottomans affirmed North Caucasian re- 
settlement as a population exchange, many contemporaries perceived it as 
such, and the two imperial governments cooperated in multiple ways, even 
implementing the jointly coordinated transfer of Chechens, Ingush, Karabu- 


laks, Ossetians, and Kabardians in 1865. The Porte sanctioned its first formal 
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population exchange in 1913, when the Ottoman Empire and Bulgaria ex- 
changed Muslim and Christian villages along their border." In 1919, Greece 
and Bulgaria agreed on their own population exchange, formalizing the flight 
of about 30,000 Greeks from southern Bulgaria and 150,000 Bulgarians from 
Macedonia and Thrace.” It paved the way for a far larger Greek-Turkish pop- 
ulation exchange in 1923. Over 1.2 million Greek Orthodox in the Ottoman 
Empire and up to 400,000 Muslims in Greece crossed the Aegean into their 
new, unfamiliar “homeland.” That forced migration was endorsed by the 
League of Nations and served as a model for the Palestine partition plans in 
1937 and 1947, neither of which came to be; the Potsdam Agreement of 1945 
allowing for expulsions of Germans out of Central Europe; and population 
transfers of 1947-50 between India and Pakistan.“ 

The Ottoman refugee regime left a deep-rooted legacy in the Middle East 
and the Balkans and contributed to the interwar refugee regime implemented 
by the League of Nations and various colonial and national authorities. The 
agricultural resettlement of refugees, as practiced by the Ottoman govern- 
ment for decades, continued in the 1920s and 1930s. For example, Greece 
prioritized rural resettlement for Anatolian refugees of the Greek-Turkish 
population exchange.” The British authorities and the Iraqi government 
placed Assyrian refugees in agricultural settlements, dispersed among Kurd- 
ish villages; and the French authorities resettled many Armenian and As- 
syrian refugees in villages throughout northern Syria.’ Furthermore, the 
Ottoman government’s warm welcome of Muslim refugees exemplified the 
drive for ethnoreligious homogenization, which, by the interwar era, was on 
full display in Turkey, the Balkans, and the rest of Europe. The national gov- 
ernments’ logic when choosing which refugees to accept was clear: an ideal 
immigrant needed to be similar—religiously or ethnically, or both—to the 
country’s majority population. The Ottoman refugee regime and the interwar 
one both had religious dimensions. The Ottoman refugee regime benefited 
Muslims. Meanwhile, the League of Nations focused its efforts to aid Chris- 
tian refugees from Europe and the Middle East, to a lesser extent Jewish 
refugees, and rarely Muslim refugees. That bias was consistent throughout 
the interwar era, reflecting whom the core national members of the League 
considered deserving of aid and desirable for resettlement.” 


Tsarist migration policies transformed demographics in the Caucasus. The 
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remaining western Circassian communities had been dramatically reduced in 
size, with their territories no longer contiguous. When the Soviet govern- 
ment pursued its own nation-building policies in the Caucasus, it preferred 
to keep the Circassians administratively apart and affirmed four distinct “na- 
tionalities” for Circassians: Adyghe, Kabardian, Cherkess, and Shapsugh.”* 
They all received their own administrative units, of which three survive as 
autonomous republics within the Russian Federation: Adygea, with an ethnic 
Russian majority, and Kabardino-Balkaria and Karachay-Cherkessia, each 
shared with a Turkic-speaking “titular nation.”” The Soviet government 
sanctioned the development of two literary Circassian languages: Adyghe, 
or western Circassian, and Kabardino-Cherkess, or eastern Circassian. For 
much of the twentieth century, Soviet North Caucasians and descendants of 
North Caucasian muhajirs in the Middle East could not freely communicate 
and visit each other, largely because of Soviet restrictions. 

More recently, tsarist migration policies in the Caucasus kindled import- 
ant discussions about the legacy of Russian imperialism. Since the 1990s, 
Circassian organizations in Russia and the Middle East diaspora called for 
the recognition of massacres and expulsions during the Caucasus War as a 
genocide. The parliaments of Russia’s autonomous republics of Kabardino- 
Balkaria and Adygea recognized the Circassian genocide in, respectively, 1992 
and 1996. In 2011, Georgia became the first sovereign state to recognize the 
genocide. In contrast, the Russian federal government denies that the events 
of 1863-64 constituted an ethnic cleansing, let alone a genocide, and rejects 
that the Russian Federation bears responsibility for tsarist-era displacements. 
In 2014, Russia hosted the Winter Olympic Games in Sochi, which coin- 
cided with the 1soth anniversary of the Circassian expulsions from that very 
site. The event, absent a commemoration or acknowledgment of violence, 
prompted renewed calls by diasporic activists for genocide recognition.”° Fur- 
thermore, return migration to the North Caucasus remains out of reach for 
many in the diaspora. The governments of the Soviet Union and the Russian 
Federation consistently rejected the right of return of the North Caucasian 
diaspora and denied communal requests for repatriation. Since the 1990s, the 
autonomous republics in the North Caucasus have welcomed their co-ethnic 
diasporas back, but North Caucasians can only immigrate as individuals, 


under regular Russian policies for all foreigners.’ After the outbreak of the 
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Syrian civil war in 2011, about 5,000 Syrian Circassians traveled to the North 
Caucasus on tourist visas, and about 2,000 stayed, mostly as undocumented 
immigrants.” The issues of Circassian genocide recognition and North Cau- 
casian repatriation strike at the heart of the ongoing, painful reevaluation of 
the Russian Federation’s continuity with the Soviet Union and the Russian 


Empire. 


This book explored how the Ottoman and Russian empires managed Muslim 
migration in their final decades. Their policies on immigration, emigration, 
and refugee resettlement transformed entire regions in the Middle East, the 
Balkans, and the Caucasus. It is also a story of how North Caucasian refu- 
gees fought for survival, navigating imperial policies, settling land, grappling 
with their identities, and making their own histories in the process. It exists 
thanks to refugees whose voices and names survive in the historical record, 
and it is a tribute to those who inspired this work: to Sayetkhan, who had 
troubles with her in-laws while managing real estate in Amman; to Kerim- 
Sultan, who sent letters to his family in Dagestan with Chechen pilgrims; to 
Fuat Khutat, an Ottoman officer who searched for a perfect settlement area 
for his refugee family; to four Kabardian orphans, who in the dead of winter 
returned from Syria to their remote village in the Caucasus; and to countless 
others. Muhajirs tied the histories of the Ottoman and Russian empires and 
also created a world of their own, the legacy of which lives on in the contem- 


porary Middle East. 
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scarcity and, 57, 91, 96-100; muha- 
jir labor and, 77, 96-97, 127, 233; 
Ottoman plans for, 59, 76-77, 121, 
233; refugee regime and, 76-77, 2473 
Russian plans for, 29, 37, 42, 233; trade 
and, 133, 136, I41, 144-45, 176, 199. See 
also wheat 

‘Ajarma, 140, 144-45, 147, 279n93 

aliyah, 11, 71, 82 

alphabet, 187-88, 200-201, 288n51, 288n52 
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Amman: architecture of, 125-27; founda- 
tion of, 124-27, 276n29; as Jordanian 
capital, 133, 148; Khutats in, 175-77, 181; 
Levantine capital in, 129-33, 139-40; 
neighborhoods of, 125; real estate in, 
129-33, 134-40, 148-49; as refugee city, 
118; as trading hub, 129-30, 133, 141 

Anatolia: demographic transformation of, 
3, 9-10, 15, 82, 85, 247; muhajir settle- 
ment in, 72-74, 76, 153-54 

archives: destruction of, 49; methodology 
and limitations of, 18, 94, 128-29, 209, 
237; sources in, 17-18, 129 

Armenians: in Aziziye, 158, 161, 183; in the 
Balkans, 97, 108; border-crossing, 9, 
180, 225; denationalization, 47; emi- 
gration from Ottoman Empire, 45, 65; 
genocide, 10, 16, 85, 183; immigration 
in Russia, 10, 14, 34, 37-38; muhajir 
settlement near, 81; refugees, 63, 118, 
243, 247, 258n80; return to Ottoman 
Empire, 45, 217 

Assyrians, 10, 65, 85, 247 

Asiret Mektebi, 169—70 

Atatiirk, Mustafa Kemal, 16, 197, 245 

Avars: emigration, 36, 48-49; identity, 12 
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Balqawiyya: tribal confederation, 140-42, 
145, 279N93; wal, 141-42, 279NI05 

banditry, 85, 104, IO9—I2, 174, 182, 226, 
244-45 

Bani Sakhr, 133, 140-42, 144-45, 279n93, 
279nIO1 

barley, 107, 127, 134, 136-37, 141, 145 

bastbozuk, 81, 91, 110-11 

Batak massacre, 110 

Batum (Batumi), 33, 64, 234-36, 238 

bedouin: alliance with muhajirs, 133, 141— 
43, 145; communities, 140, 144, 279n93; 
conflict with muhajirs, 127, 139, 141— 
42; land registration, 78, 140-41, 145, 
147; trade with muhajirs, 133, 141, 145, 
147-48. See also nomads 

Beirut, 57, 118-20, 130-31, 143-44, 175 

Berzhe, Adolf P., 48 

Black Sea: Agreement (1900), 182-83; 
history, 12-13, 25-30; refugee crisis, 1, 
31-32, 61-62, 92-94; slave trade, 11, 
52, 101 

borders: crossing of, 9, 44-46, 68, 216, 
218-21, 225, 229; militarization of, 78, 
93, 230, 237, 241-42; nomadic frontier, 


13, 202; return to Russia, 241 

Azerbaijanis, 12-14, 206 

al-Azhar, 147, 211 

Aziziye: foundation of, 158, 160-62; 
Khutats in, 157, 168, 174-75. See also 
Pinarbas1 


Babadag, 106-8 

Balkan Wars, 64, 84, 199 

Balkans: demographic transformation of, 
9-10, 113-15, 247; muhajir settlement 
in, 72-74, 76, 91-94 

Balkars: culture, 161, 191; deportations, 
10; emigration, 17, 36, 47-49, 261n142, 
261n146; identity, 12-13; Ottoman 
settlement, 73-74, 122 

Balqa: agriculture in, 127-31; settlement 
in, 122-24 


78-79, 122-24, 140-44, 163-64 

Bosnians, 65, 74 

Bulgaria: autonomy of, 64, 113; Christian 
emigration from, 10, 65, 112; Christian 
return to, 114, 216-17; immigration 
in, 114-15; muhajir expulsion from, 
113-14, 116; muhajir settlement in, 2, 
76, 92-95; Muslim emigration from, 
64, 116 

Bulgarian: church, 110; horrors, 110, 119; 
uprising, 4, 110 

Bulgarians: immigration in Russia, 34, 37; 
petitioners, 112; population exchange, 
35, 67, 247; violence against, 110-12 

Bzhedughs: as Circassian subgroup, 12-13, 
163, 189, 202; emigration, 41, 49, 925 
in Jordan, 145-46, 148—49. See also 
Adyghe; Circassians 
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caliphate, 52, 65-66, 81, 195, 197 

capitalism: expansion of, 129-33; refugee 
resettlement and, 16, 59; settler colo- 
nialism and, 60—61 

Caspian Sea, 11-13, 25-26, 220, 233 

Catherine the Great, Empress, 25, 34 

Caucasus: Army, 28-30, 35, 44, 221-22, 
229-30; Imamate, 27-28, 51, 53, 191; 
Mountains, 12-13; Viceroyalty, 33, 
35, 217; War, 6, 24, 27-33, 154, 190, 
248. See also North Caucasus; South 
Caucasus 

Central Asia, 6, 9, 33, 66 

charity, 69-70, 112, 159 

Chechens: conflict with nomads, 142; 
culture, 161, 191; deportations, 10; 
emigration, 17, 23-24, 36-37, 40, 47-49, 
26InI42, 261nT 46; identity, 12-13, 202; 
language, 288n51; Ottoman settlement, 
73-74, 121-24, 153-54, 159-61, 228; pop- 
ulation transfer of 1865, 40, 121, 226-28; 


return to Russia, 216, 218-19, 221-22, 
225-34, 237-40, 294n90; slavery, 39, 
172, 1903 society, 190; violence, 85 

Chechnya: conquest of, 27; destruction 
of archive in, 49; geography of, 12-13; 
uprising in, 40, 51, 121, 223, 226. See 
also Terek Province 

Cherkess: Autonomous Oblast, 296n19; 
as Soviet nationality, 248. See also 
Adyghe; Circassians 

cholera, 41 

Christians: emigration to Americas, 10, 
65; emigration to Russia, 10, 34-35 37— 
38, 65; return to Ottoman Empire, 217; 
violence against, 10, 84—85, 110-11 

Circassia: conquest of, 26, 28-33; geogra- 
phy of, 12-13; republic of, 27-28. See 
also Kabarda; Kuban Province 

Circassian Charity Association, 148, 214 

Circassian language: alphabet for, 200— 
201; preservation of, 192-93, 198, 206— 
7, 213; Soviet policies toward, 248; 
vocabulary of, 201-2 
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Circassian Union and Support Associa- 
tion, 196-207, 213 

Circassian Women’s Support Association, 
207 

Circassians: in Anatolia, 153-54, 158—61, 
245-46; attempt to return, 218, 224— 
25, 230-31, 294n90; in the Balkans, 
91-94, 97-99, 104-9; banditry, 4, 85, 
104, 111-12, 174; conflict with Druze, 
142-43; conflict with nomads, 127, 
140-42, 164—66; culture, 161-63, 184, 
191-92; diaspora, 7; elites, new, 95, 194, 
196-97; elites, old, 69, 94, 147, 189, 
204; emigration, 17, 35-37, 43, 48-49, 
261n142, 261n146; ethnic cleansing, 
6, 24-25, 29-33, 203, 248; expulsion 
from the Balkans, 113-15; genocide, 30, 
248-49; identity, 12-14, 202-3, 214; 
landowners, 131-33, 134-40, 148—49; 
in the Levant, 121-27, 144-47, 246; 
military recruitment of, 112-13, 143— 
44; Ottoman image of, 104, 112, 202; 
petitioners, 56-57, 89—90, 103, 107, II5, 
154, 169-70, 230-31; first refugee crisis 
(1863-65), 1, 61-62, 75, 91-94, IOI—2, 


153; second refugee crisis (1878-80), 75, 
118-20, 153; slavery, 11, 38-40, 52, IoOo— 
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12, 15, 24, 27-32, 49-50, 203, 218, 221, 
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colonization: Ottoman, 79-81, 84-85; 
Russian, 6, 29-30, 37-38, 42 

Committee of Union and Progress, 83—85, 
181, 196-97, 206 

concession, 182-83 

conscription: exemption from, 59-60, 62, 
77; resistance to, 42, 143 

constitution, 28, 196, 198, 204 

Cossacks: hosts, 36; in Ottoman Empire, 
46, 58, 97; settlers in the Caucasus, 
29-30, 36-37, 42, 222; troops, 113, 230, 
237 
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cotton, 59, 91, 156, 282n16 

Cretan Muslims, 65, 70, 85 

Crimea: annexation of, 25; emigration 
from, 33, 48, 58-59, 61, 64, 256n45; 
Gerays of, 191-92; immigration in, Io, 
34, 65, 217; Khanate, 14, 27 

Crimean Tatars: in Dobruja, 74, 93, 97— 
98, 108, 111; emigration, 33, 48, 58, 61, 
64, 256n45; intellectuals, 9, 211; Otto- 
man settlement, 57, 74, 76, 106; return 
to Russia, 224, 231, 291n2; Russian 
policies toward, 11, 42, 46-47 

Crimean War: impact on Russia, 28; 
impact on Ottoman Empire, 3, 5, 58, 
105, 129 

CUP. See Committee of Union and 
Progress 

Cyprus, 2, 32, 64, 125 

ciftlik, 96 

Cukurova, 154-55, 164, 166-68 


Dagestan: conquest of, 26-27; demo- 
graphics of, 12-14; governance in, 35, 
39, 216-17, 230; uprising in, 40, 51, 223 

Dagestanis: call for hijra, 41-42, 208-9, 
211; culture, 161; emigration, 17, 36, 40, 
48—49, 238, 261n142, 261n146; identity, 
12-13, 202; languages, 209, 288n51; 
Ottoman settlement, 73-74, 121-22, 
154, 161; return to Russia, 220-21, 241, 
294n90; ‘ulama, 52 

Damascus, 52, 65, 80, 118—20, 129-33, 143, 
175, 192 

Damascus Province: immigration in, 19— 
24; investment in, 129-33 

Danube Province: immigration in, 91-94; 
transformation after 1878, 113-15; 
violence in, 109-12 

dar al-harb, 49, 208-10 

dar al-islam, 49, 208-10 

Dargins, 12-13, 48-49 

demographic count: of Christian refugees 
and immigrants, 33-34, 65; of Muslim 
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muhajirs, 33, 64—65; of North Cau- 
casian muhajirs, 48-49, 261n46; of 
North Caucasian returnees, 237-38, 
294n90 

denationalization. See denaturalization 

denaturalization: of Armenians, 47; in 
the interwar era, 47; of Jews, 45-47; of 
North Caucasians, 45—47, 221-22 

derbend, 79 

diaspora, North Caucasian: associa- 
tions, 195-207, 213-14; contemporary 
politics, 16-17, 30, 51, 203, 214, 248; 
culture, 161-63, 189—92; definition, 
188; estimates, 7, 12 

Diyarbakrr, 52, 85, 165, 182, 267n77 

Dobruja: Circassians in, 93-94, 97-99, 
115; Crimean Tatars in, 97; demo- 
graphics of, 93, 97, 114—I5; economy of, 
106-10 

drought, 105, 233 

Druze: conflict with Circassians, 78, 99, 
142-44, 245; emigration, 10; in Israel, 
246 


Eastern Question, 25, 28, 90 

education: importance to muhajirs, 
168-70, 198; military, 151, 181; muhajir 
schools, 194, 205-7; religious, 147, 194 

Egypt: Circassian activism in, 195-96, 
203-4; Circassian muhajirs in, 2; 
Circassian slaves in, 11, 52, 204; 
Jordanian-Circassian ties with, 147, 
178; under Muhammad ‘Ali’s dynasty, 
42, 69, 743 occupation of, 64 

emigration: from the Balkans, 113-14, 116; 
estimates, 48—49, 261nI46, 262n147; 
from Ottoman Empire, 10, 65; from 
Russia, 29—33, 35-36, 38-44, 47-495 
Russian legislation on, 42-44 


environment: adaptation to, 94, 126, 156, 
167; refugee resettlement and, 72, 79, 
158; transformation of, 127, 233, 239-40 

epidemics, 1, 41, 61, 105, 119-21, 219, 235 
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Erzincan, 168, 175, 179-80 

Erzurum, §2, 56, 81, 179, 181, 219, 226 

ethnic cleansing: of Circassians, 6, 24-25, 
29-33, 203, 248; of Ottoman Chris- 
tians, 10, 84-85; as reason for migra- 
tion, 9, 25, 50-51; in Russo-Ottoman 
borderlands, 34. See also genocide; 
ethnicity 

ethnicity: in Ottoman Empire, 70, 83, 121, 
195; refugee identity and, 32-33, 198— 
99, 243; in Russia, 37-38 

extraterritoriality, 46 


al-Fayiz, Sattam, 141, 145 

France: mandate of, 246-47; Ottoman 
policy of, 64, 113; similarity to Russian 
rule, 27, 35 

Freedom and Accord Party, 181, 197 


Gasprinskii (Gaspural1), Ismail, 211 

gendarmerie. See zaptiye 

genocide: Armenian, 10, 16, 85, 183; 
Circassian, 30, 248—49. See also ethnic 
cleansing 

Georgia, 2, 26, 206, 248 

Georgian Military Road, 217, 229 

Georgians: colonists, 37, 237; language, 12; 
muhajirs, 33; slavery, 1, 52, 100-101 

Germans: immigrants in Ottoman 
Empire, 58-59, 71, 97, 107-8; immi- 
grants in Russia, 37, 45 

Germany, 27, 47, 182-83 

ghaza, 27 

al-Ghazi-Ghumudi, Jamal al-Din, 53, 209 

Ghazi Muhammad, 112, 203, 208-9, 223. 
See also Shamil, Imam 

Golan Heights: Druze-Circassian conflict 
in, 142-44, 192; muhajir settlement in; 
79, 117, 121-22, 134, 279nI109 

gocmen, 86, 206-7 

grain. See wheat 

Great Britain: consuls of, 78, ror, 104, 119, 
167, 172, 1743 mandate of, 246-47; Ot- 
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toman policy of, 64, 101, 113; similarity 
to Russian rule, 27, 35; Russian policy 
of, 27-28 

Greece, 2, 9, 28, 64, 247 

Greeks: emigration from Ottoman 
Empire, 10, 65; immigration in Russia, 
14, 34, 37-38; Orthodox church, 110, 
120; population exchange, 10, 247; 
return to Ottoman Empire, 217; ship 
crew, 235-37; violence against, 10, 80, 
85, 111; war of independence, 90 

Guaze, 200-206, 209—10 


hajj: hijra and, 23-24, 52-53; of Muslims 
from Russia, 9; Ottoman Empire and, 
65, 1330; Russian ban on, 43-44 

Hamidiye cavalry, 113 

Hashemite family, 133, 246 

Hawran, 129-31, 143-44, 146 

Hejaz Railway: impact on economy, 5, 
118, 130-33, 140, 150, 244; protection 
of, 80, 144 

hijra: caliphate and, 66; call against, 209- 
13; call for, 24, 41-42, 49-50, 208-9, 
211; definition of, 8-9, 24-25; hajj 
and, 23-24, 52—53; North Caucasian, 
49-53; refugee regime and, 3-4, 
63-65 

horses, 167—68, 176, 183, 199, 226, 239 

humanitarianism: modern, 3; Ottoman, 
69-70, 85; Russian, 229-30 

Hung, Hayriye Melek, 204-5, 207 


immigration: in Bulgaria, 114-15; in global 
history, 60-61; in Ottoman Empire, 


58-62, 64-65, 73-75, 91-93, 118-24, 
153-54; Ottoman legislation on, 3, 59— 


63, 71-72, 76-77; in Romania, 114-15; 
in Russia, 34, 37-38; Russian legislation 
on, 60; in Serbia, 115; system vs. refugee 
regime, 70-71, 81-82 

imperialism: European, 27, 35, 64-65; 
Russian, 25-33, 35, 248-49 
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Ingush: culture, 161, 191; deportations, 
10; emigration, 24, 36-37, 40, 48-49, 
246, 261NI42, 261n146; identity, 12-13; 
language, 288ns1; Ottoman settlement, 
73; return to Russia, 226-27, 230, 232, 
238, 294n90 

Iran, 14, 26-27, 33, 256n52 

Iraq, 2, 7, 72-73, 121, 214, 247 

Islam: in the Caucasus, 14; Ottoman 
policies toward, 81-83, 194; Russian 
policies toward, 25, 37, 45-46, I91 

Israel, 7, 246 

Istanbul: charities in, 69-70; demograph- 
ics of, 79, 81; diasporic activism in, Is, 
28, 196-207, 213; hijra to, 41, 53-543 
Khutats in, 151-52, 157, 168, 181; refu- 
gees in, 1, 58, 62, 101, 118 

Ittihad Gazetesi, 195-96, 203-4 


Jerash, 122, 124, 276n25 

Jewish Colonization Association, 71 

Jews: denationalization, 45-47; migration 
to Palestine, 11, 82, 124; Ottoman 
immigration, 58, 71, 81-82; violence 
against, I, 113 

jihad, 27, 209 

Jordan: economy of, 130-33, 148-49; mil- 
itary of, 144, 246; muhajir settlement 
in, 7, 122-24 


Kabarda: conquest of, 26, 28, 51; de- 
mographics of, 12-14; diaspora and, 
158—59, 161-63, 173, 180; internal relo- 
cations in, 36; under Soviet rule, 213, 
248, 296n19. See also Circassia; Terek 
Province 

Kabardians: call against hijra, 211; call 
for hijra, 49-50; emigration, 36-37, 
40-41, 47—49, 166, 261n142, 261n146; 
folk songs, 53-55, 211-12; identity, 
12—13, 163; in Jordan, 125, 129, 133, 1463 
language, 201-2, 248, 288; Ottoman 
settlement, 73-74; return to Russia, 
215-16, 218-21, 230, 234, 238, 240; slav- 
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ery, 39-40, 171-73; society, 189—90; as 
Soviet nationality, 248; in Uzunyayla, 
158-61, 163, 167. See also Adyghe; Cir- 
cassians; khadzhrety 

KAFFED, 201, 214 

Kanitz, Felix, 93, 111 

Karabulaks: ban on return, 230, 294n90; 
as Chechen subgroup, 190; emigra- 
tion, 40, 226-27, 259n94; Ottoman 
settlement, 142 

Karachays: culture, 161, 191; deportations, 
10; emigration, 17, 36, 41, 47-49, 
261n142, 261n146; identity, 12-13; Otto- 
man settlement, 73-74, 122, 152, 159-60 

Kars, 33, 52, 64, 70, I2I, 192, 220-21, 225, 
228, 237-39 

Kerim-Sultan, 23-24, 53, 249 

khachesh, 192 

khadzhrety, 51, 154 

Khutat family, 75, 151-53, 154-58, 168-70, 
174-81 

Kosovo, 2, 64, 224 

Kuban Province: colonization in, 29-30, 
37, 423 governance in, 39, 42-43, 216— 
17, 230, 240; muhajir teachers in, 206. 
See also Circassia 

Kumyks: emigration, 36, 48—49, 211; 
identity, 12-13; Ottoman settlement, 
161; return to Russia, 238 

Kundukhoy, Musa, 40, 112-13, 197, 226, 
25995 

Kurdistan, 73-74, 195 

Kurds: border-crossing, 9, 225; emigration 
to Ottoman Empire, 33; muhajir con- 
flict with, 226; in Ottoman Empire, 
81, 83, 113, 169; refugees, 16, 85, 243; in 
Turkey, 7, 73, 183, 213 
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slave, 38, 102—3, 190 
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land: allotment of, 67, 95, 96-100, 102, 
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115, 127-28, 148-49; conflicts, 5, 78— 
79> 97-99, 140-43, 164-66, 176, 239, 
245; metruke, 59; mevat, 59, 77; miri, 
595 77 96, III, 121, 128, 140, 143, 1643 
Ottoman legislation on, 59-60, 77, 
96-97, 99, 127-28, 140-41; registers 
as a source, 127-29; registration of, 
78; 99-100, 127-29, 140-41, 145-493 
Russian reforms on, 36-37, 39, 2225 
sale of, 131-33, 139-40, 146-49, 
175-76 

language: alphabetization of, 187-88, 


200-201, 288ns1, 288n52; Circassian 
(Adyghe), 12, 53, 163, 201-2, 206-7, 
248; diversity in the Caucasus, 11-14, 
187-88; of hijra, 50; Ubykh, 30, 188 

law: customary, 35, 138-39, 191-92; Im- 
migration Law (1857), 3, 59-63, 71-72; 
76-77; Land Code (1858), 3, 59-60, 
63, 77, 96-97, 99, 118, 127-28, 140-41; 
Passport Law (1867), 224; Provincial 
Reform Law (1864), 95 

Laz, 9, 33, 70, 225 
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Lebanon: Druze in, 143; emigration from, 
10, 65; muhajir settlement in, 2, 72; 
refugee crisis in, 119-20 

letters: calling for hijra, 24, 41-42, 49-50, 
68, 208—9; confiscation of, 209, 221; 
from Ghazi Muhammad, 208-9, 
223; of Kerim-Sultan, 23-24, 53, 249; 
of Khutat family, 152, 157, 174-81; to 
newspaper, 208; open (chain), 41-42, 
49-50; as sources, 18, 152 

Levant: interwar, 246; muhajir settlement 
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merchants: Damascene, 130-33, 136; Pal- 
estinian, 131-33, 141, 1473 Salti, 1330-32, 
138—40, 146-48, 176 
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public use, 59 

mevat, 59, 77 
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migrant. See muhajir; refugee 

migration: bans on, 42-45, 82, 221-24, 
230; Christian, 10, 34-38, 65, 217; 
forced vs. voluntary, 9, 50-51, 2.45; 
Jewish, 11, 58, 71, 81-82; Muslim, 1-3, 
29-36, 38-42, 47-49, 61-62, 64-65, 
118-20, 237-38; Ottoman policies on, 


3-4, 6, 57-60, 63-72, 75-85; Russian 
policies on, 5—6, 24, 29-33, 37-38, 


42-47, 221-23, 228-34. See also emigra- 
tion; immigration; return migration 
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horses and, 168, 183, 199; muhajir 
recruitment into, 112-13, 143-44; Otto- 
man, I12—13, 143, 165-66, 228; Russian, 
24, 28-30, 32-33, 35-36, 38, 44, 221-22, 
226, 229-30, 236; service, 42, 59-60, 
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minority, 47, 82, 224 
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Muhacirin Komisyonu. See Ottoman 
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Christians, 85, 1ro—11; conflict with 
nomads, 140-43, 164-66; geography of 
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tion; immigration; refugee 

Muslims: emigration to Ottoman Empire, 
29-36, 38-44, 47-49; return to Russia, 
44-45, 215-34, 237-42; violence 
against, 29-30, 32-33, III 
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Nogai Tatars: emigration, 29, 35, 49, 
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settlement, 69, 76; return to Russia, 
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127, 139, 141-42, 164-66; Ottoman 
policies toward, 16, 36, 78-79, 84, 122, 
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Uzunyayla, 164-67, 169-70 
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“A brilliant tour de force. Vladimir Hamed-Troyansky offers a detailed, revisionist 
understanding of the beginnings of the modern refugee regime.” 
—DAWN CHATTY, UNIVERSITY OF OXFORD 


“Magnificent and magisterial. Empire of Refugees not only reveals the emergence 
of a new template for refugee flows in the modern world, but it also captures 
the human experiences of the refugees themselves: their sorrows, hopes, failures, 
and successes. A prodigious achievement.” 

—MICHAEL A. REYNOLDS, PRINCETON UNIVERSITY 


“Empire of Refugees is a meticulously researched and imaginatively conceived 
history of mass migration that represents a genuinely fresh contribution to both 
late Ottoman history and global refugee studies.” 

—LAURA ROBSON, PENNSYLVANIA STATE UNIVERSITY 


etween the 1850s and World War I, about one million North Caucasian Muslims 
bh refuge in the Ottoman Empire. This resettlement of Muslim refugees 
from Russia changed the Ottoman state. Circassians, Chechens, Dagestanis, and 
others established hundreds of refugee villages throughout the Ottoman Balkans, 
Anatolia, and the Levant. Most villages still exist today, including what is now the 
city of Amman. Muslim refugee resettlement reinvigorated regional economies but 
also intensified competition over land and, at times, precipitated sectarian tensions, 
setting in motion fundamental shifts in the borderlands of the Russian and Ottoman 
empires. 

Empire of Refugees reframes late Ottoman history through mass displacement 
and reveals the origins of refugee resettlement in the modern Middle East. Vladimir 
Hamed-Troyansky offers a historiographical corrective: the nineteenth-century 
Ottoman Empire created a refugee regime, predating refugee systems set up by 
the League of Nations and the United Nations. Grounded in archival research in 
over twenty public and private archives across ten countries, this book contests the 
boundaries typically assumed between forced and voluntary migration, and refu- 
gees and immigrants, rewriting the history of Muslim migration in the nineteenth 
and early twentieth centuries. 
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